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THE UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO 
 
Dissertation Abstract 
 
Successful African American Community College Student Athletes’ Perceptions of 
Factors of Academic Success 
 
 
California community colleges are facing serious obstacles in relation to students 
of color achieving academic success. African American men see the community college 
as a pathway toward economic and social mobility; however, collectively they have 
disparate outcomes in every conceivable marker of success; persistence, achievement, 
transfer, completion.  The live experiences of academically successful community college 
student athletes may hold key factors that can assist all African American males in their 
journey toward academic success.  Even though research is limited, it is suggested that 
student athletes at the community college achieve their academic goals at higher rates 
than their nonahtlete peers.  
Rebuking the deficit model that often drives research pertaining to students of 
color, the purpose of this study was to (a) explore the perceptions of successful African 
American male community college student athletes and their sense of campus culture 
(i.e., environment/belonging) as it pertains to academic success, and (b) to explore the 
successful African American male community college student athletes’ perspective of 
support services factors that influenced completion of their academic goal. A total of 11 
African American male student athletes were sampled from community colleges in 
northern and southern California. This qualitative study used semi-structured interviews 
to explore each participants’ perceptions of factors of success. The data was categorized 
into three overarching themes; (a) perceived factors of success, (b) the role of student 
ii	
	support services; and (c) campus culture and environment.  This study provides key 
insight on the key factors that influence successful completion of a certificate, associate’s 
degree, or transfer to a 4 year college for African American male student athletes enrolled 
in community college. This research study was designed to honor the lived experiences of 
African American male student athletes who have persisted and were successful at the 
California community college.  Their journey towards academic success is valued as 
legitimate knowledge.   
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CHAPTER I: 
THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 
Statement of the Problem 
 
Over the past 5 years, there has been an aggressive agenda focused on improving 
US students’ completion of higher education from 2-year and 4-year institutions. From 
state and national leaders to think tanks and foundations, there has been a concerted effort 
to increase postsecondary degree attainment rates among Americans (Bragg & Durham, 
2012; Dassance, 2011; Harper & Harris III, 2012; Horton, 2015). Each year community 
colleges serve as a point of entry (and reentry) to higher education for over 12 million 
credit and non-credit seeking students (American Association of Community Colleges, 
2014; Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014).  At the community college level, it has been reported 
that only two in 10 full-time students pursuing an associate’s degree receive a degree 
within three years (National Center for Higher Education Management Systems & Jobs 
for the Future, 2007).   
Low academic achievement by community college students in general becomes a 
significant racial equity issue when the majority of the students who do not persist 
through community college to earn a certificate, degree, or transfer to a four-year 
institution are overwhelmingly students of color (Bragg & Durham, 2012; Horton, 2015; 
Greene, Marti, & McClenney, 2008; Lee & Ransom, 2011; Wood & Williams, 2013). 
Equity refers to a heightened focus on groups experiencing disproportionate impact in 
order to remediate disparities in their experiences and outcomes.  
 Racial inequities in higher education has been an ongoing topic of conversation 
for practitioners and scholars alike. Highly regarded higher education scholar Estela 
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Bensimon (2005a) suggests that the unequal educational outcomes for historically 
underserved groups is one of the most urgent and intractable problems in higher 
education. Although student equity issues in higher education isn’t a new topic for the 
state of California, in January 2014 Governor Jerry Brown announced in his budget 
proposal a $100 million unprecedented line-item designation for student equity in 
California community colleges. For the 2015-2016 year the Legislature and Governor 
Brown’s efforts have focused $155 million on student equity.  The money is earmarked 
to focus on improving campus-level programming, resources, and policies that can 
reduce inequities for underrepresented groups on California community college campuses 
(Community College League of California, 2015). 
A sub-group of community college students who have received little attention in 
regards to academic research are community college student-athletes (Horton, 2015; 
McClellan, 2013).  Over 26,000 student athletes participate in the California Community 
College Athletic Association (CCCAA, 2013). Mendoza, Horton, & Mendez (2012) 
noted athletics at the community college “provide a parallel extension of the open access 
mission by providing opportunities for enhancement of individual academic and athletic 
skills, building social and human capital, and development of personal discipline through 
both academic study and athletic participation” (p. 204). In direct contrast to the 
dominant narrative about community college students of color and their lack of academic 
performance, the literature suggests that in the context of community colleges, 
community college student athletes may outperform their non-athletic peers (Horton, 
2015; Muir, 2015). However, questions if community college student athletes of color 
obtain more credit hours, a higher GPA, and complete degrees at higher rates than their 
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non-athletic peers of color still linger.  
Unlike their four-year counterparts, little is known about community college 
student athletes in general and African American male student athletes in particular 
(Horton, 2015; Muir, 2015).  In addition, little is known about the athletic programs in 
which they participate due to limited national recognition and a lack of research on the 
group (Kissinger et al., 2011).  There is a growing body of scholarly work in regards to 
factors that contribute to academic success for student-athletes who attend four-year 
colleges and universities (Clark et al., 2006; Comeaux, 2012; Snyder, 1985).  There is 
also a growing body of scholarly work in regards to factors that contribute to academic 
success for students who attend 2-year colleges (Bragg & Durham, 2012; Bueschel, 2009; 
Culp, 2005a; Culp, 2005b; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Hagedorn, Moon, Cypers, Maxwell, & 
Lester, 2006; Jez & Venezia, 2009; Levin, Cox, Cerven, & Haberler, 2010; Museus, 
Jayakumar, & Robinson, 2012; Perrakis, 2008).  However, the same volume of literature 
and scholarly review is deficient regarding community college student athletes in general 
and African American male community colleges student athletes in particular (Harper, 
2009; Horton, 2015; McClellan, 2013; Person et al., 2001; Reynolds, Fisher, & Cavil, 
2012).  
California community colleges will benefit from gaining a better understanding of 
the experiences and successes of former successful African American male community 
college student athletes for several practical reasons.  The California community college 
system could benefit from learning more about the academic and social needs of African 
American male student athletes. Additionally, the California community college system 
could benefit from understanding the positive lived experiences of a group of students 
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that persevered and reached their academic goals.  This study used qualitative research 
methods to explore the perceptions of factors of academic success for former successful 
African American male community college student athletes.  Through their own voices, 
the participants revealed factors that they believed led to their academic success, as well 
as, provided valuable insights regarding their lived experiences of academic goal 
attainment for community college student athletes in California.  
Background and Need 
 
Education has been seen by many as the great socio-economic equalizer in the 
United States. The College Board Advocacy & Policy Center (2013) notes higher 
earnings and tax payments are associated with higher levels of education attainment. 
During those times, degree completion benefits not only the individual but the economy 
as well. 
  Community colleges serve as primary pathways for historically underserved 
students and students who are underprepared for collegiate-level work (Bragg & Durham, 
2012). Community colleges educate the greatest number of historically underrepresented 
students and low-income students in higher education (Carnevale, 2009). Nationally, 
community colleges serve more first-generation, part-time, non-traditional-age, low 
income, minority, and female students than any other type of public higher education 
institution (Bailey & Morest, 2006; Gillett-Karam, 2016). For many, the community 
college serves as a place to achieve the skills for a better life and as a place of second 
chances academically.  Provasnik and Planty (2008) estimate that approximately 95% of 
community colleges in the US have open-admission policies.  Supported by open open-
admission policies, flexible schedules, and relatively low fees, community colleges open 
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their classrooms to large numbers of underprepared students, non-traditional age students, 
students seeking an competitive edge in their current field, students who are looking to 
change fields, and students who are seeking economic and social mobility (Dassance, 
2011; Horton, 2015).  
For all the things community colleges are, they are not meeting the academic 
needs of many of students they were designed to support.  Research shows only 10% of 
students who start their higher education journey at two-year colleges complete their 
baccalaureate degree within 6 years (Museus & Jayakumar, 2012). In California, only 
41% of students who seek to transfer to a four-year institution are successful. For African 
American and Latino students the number is even less, 34% and 31 % (CCCSSTF 2012). 
According a California Community College Chancellor’s Office (CCCCCO) 
report, of the students who are in need of remediation upon entering a community 
college, only 40 percent of those students earn an certificate, degree, or transfer to four-
year institution; whereas, 74.4 percent of students who enter college ready for collegiate-
level work earn a certificate, degree, or transfer to a four-year institution. Nationally, as 
as many as 60% of community college students may be considered academically 
underprepared (McClenney, 2009).  
The California Department of Education (2014) reported that in 2013 of the over 
27,000 African American high school graduates approximately 30% emerged 
academically eligible to attend the California State University (CSUs) or the University 
of California. With a high college going culture among all high school students, the 
alternative higher education institution for the remaining 70% of African American high 
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school graduates who are unprepared for collegiate-level course work is their local 
California community college (Bragg & Durham, 2012).  
In response to the challenges of students reaching their academic goals, in 2011 
the California Senate commissioned a group of education and community stakeholders to 
investigate the problem of low academic achievement and create recommendations for 
California community colleges moving forward (CCCSSTF, 2012). Subsequently in 
2012, Senate Bill 1456 was passed outlining specific ways in which California 
community colleges can support their students in their academic endeavors.  
With the current statewide focus on academic success, exploring the successes of 
student athletes of color is needed.  Muir (2015) states that from 2001-2010, California’s 
community college student athletes, both male and female, had a higher mean GPA than 
their non-athlete peers.  Additionally, student athletes perform better academically than 
their non athlete peers of the same ethnic group (IEBC, 2011).   
Educational researchers have devoted time and energy to understanding factors of 
academic success for community colleges students in general (Bragg & Durham, 2012; 
Bueschel, 2009; Culp, 2005a; Culp, 2005b; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Hagedorn, Moon, 
Cypers, Maxwell, & Lester, 2006; Jez & Venezia, 2009; Levin, Cox, Cerven, & Haberler, 
2010; Museus, Jayakumar, & Robinson, 2012; Perrakis, 2008). However, researchers and 
colleges have failed to disaggregate academic success rates of different student 
communities on campus.  Bush & Bush (2005) posit that community colleges lack the 
incentive to disaggregate information on academic outcomes based on ethnicity.  One 
such community that lacks disaggregated information is the community college student 
athlete and more specifically, the African American community college student athlete.   
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Despite being overlooked by previous literature, student-athletes represent a 
highly visible sub-group of community college students. Due to lack of research and lack 
of systematic reporting, it is unclear if California community college student athletes 
reach their academic goals more than, at the same rate, or less than their non-athlete 
peers. Very little is known about the motivations of community college student athletes, 
their academic goals, their support systems, and how they view their role on campus.  
Coaches, faculty, staff, and administrators rely on experience and anecdotal knowledge in 
regards to understanding this unique subset of community college student.  
Coaches, faculty, staff, and administrators can use the findings from scholarly 
work specifically addressing the academic challenges of community college student 
athletes.  In an effort to gain a better understanding of the factors that contribute to 
academic success for community college student athletes; this study explores the factors 
that led to academic success from the perspectives of successful African American male 
community college student athletes.  Their perspectives of the factors that led to their 
success will serve as the guiding light of understanding for community college coaches, 
staff, faculty, students and administrators.   
Purpose of the Study 
 
The purpose of this study was to (a) explore the perceptions of successful African 
American male community college student athletes and their sense of campus culture 
(i.e., environment/belonging) as it pertains to academic success, and (b) to explore the 
successful African American male community college student athletes’ perspective of 
support services factors that influenced completion of their academic goal.  
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This study fills the gap in the scholarly literature concerning California 
community college student athletes by focusing on the perceptions and experiences of 
African American male community college student athletes in regards to factors that led 
to their academic success. This study refrains from focusing on the deficits of African 
American male community college student athletes.  Instead, it focuses on the viewing 
the African American male community college student athlete as a wealth of cultural 
knowledge.   Their lived experiences will authentically inform and add to academia 
regarding the unique experiences of being an African American male community college 
student athlete. 
Acquiring knowledge from African American male student athletes is beneficial 
to educational leaders, researchers, and faculty that advocate for this important group of 
community college student.  Ultimately, gaining a meaningful understanding of this 
group may be instrumental in the creation and implementation of collegiate policy and 
practice for student athletes and non-student athletes alike. 
Theoretical Framework 
This research study uses Vincent Tinto’s (1975) research on retention and Astin’s 
(1984) Theory of Student Involvement to understand perceived success factors of 
successful African American male community college student athletes.  These theories 
were intentionally selected because of their ability to interrelate and support each other in 
a purposeful manner.  
According to Tinto (2006) the issue of student retention first appeared on the 
higher educational radar screen over 50 years ago through the lens of psychology.  
Previously, students who did not remain at a college or university were seen as deficient.   
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It was the students fault that they failed, not the institution.  Students were often thought 
to be as less able, less motivated, and less willing to defer the benefits that college 
graduation was believed to present.  Moving from student retention solely resting on a 
student’s attributes, skills, and motivation, in the 1970’s student retention began to take 
into account the relationship between individuals and institutional environment.  
Tinto (1975) developed a model based on the premise that students’ pre-college 
traits (high school performance and test scores) along with their interaction with their 
academic and social environment correlate positively with the goal of college completion.  
Tinto proposed that positive academic and social interaction enhance motivation and 
commitment to persist and that decisions to withdraw or remain in college to completion 
stem from the student’s social and academic integration.   
In its infancy research on student retention lacked complexity and detail (Tinto, 
2006).  Research was derived from residential 4-year universities and from quantitative 
studies of students form majority backgrounds. Since then a number of changes have 
occurred.  Additional research on retention theory has accounted for a better 
understanding of different institutional settings including 2-year colleges (Borglum & 
Kubala, 2000) and a better understanding of students with different backgrounds and how 
a broader array of forces shape retention (Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000; Zurita, 2005).  
Additionally, the complexity of student retention is better appreciated through the 
development of a range of models that focus on the sociological, the psychological, and 
the economic nature of the reasons students leave higher education (Tierney, 2000; Tinto, 
1993, 2005).  
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Through all of the changes and growth in understanding regarding retention, Tinto 
(2006) states that there is one fact that has remained clear and consistent; involvement 
matters and it matters the most during the critical first year of college.  The challenge is 
how to make involvement happen in different institutional settings and for the 
increasingly diverse student population in higher education. Therefore, retention theory is 
the lens by which this study will explore the perceptions of success factors expressed by 
former student athletes and their perceptions of belonging.  
Complementing Tinto’s research on retention, Astin’s (1984) Student 
Involvement Theory (SIT) states that students are most likely to retain and persist in 
college if they are active on campus.   The SIT developed by Astin has five core 
assumptions about student involvement. First, students must invest physical and 
psychological energy in the academic experience of higher education. Second, 
involvement occurs on a continuum and varies from student to student. Third, 
involvement is qualitative and quantitative. Fourth, the amount of time a student athlete 
devotes to involvement is directly proportional to what they gain from the involvement. 
Lastly, academic performance is directly related to student involvement (Astin, 1984).  
Astin’s Student Involvement Theory is one of the seminal pieces of researched evidence 
that co-curricular involvement is a factor in student retention in higher education.  
This study uses Astin’s (1984) definition of involvement, “the quantity and 
quality of physical and psychological energy that students invest in the college 
experience” (p. 307).  In Astin’s theoretical perspective, involvement specifically refers 
to behaviors and what students actually do, instead of what they think, how they feel, and 
the meaning they make of their experiences. Astin’s theory is predominantly concerned 
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with not only a student’s personal attempts at involvement, but also the institution and 
faculty’s role in student involvement and how those opportunities facilitate student 
development.   
Astin’s developmental theory uses tangible verb forms such as “takes part in” or 
“devotes oneself to” to connect his theory of involvement to active terminology.  This 
offers researchers simple and concrete ways to assess student retention.  Astin (1999) 
argues for the strength of this theory of student involvement for the following reasons: 
First, it is simple…second, the theory can explain most of the empirical knowledge 
about environment influences on student development…third, it is capable of 
embracing principles from such widely divergent sources as psychoanalysis and 
classical learning theory. Finally, this theory of student involvement can be used both 
by researchers to guide their investigation of student development—and by college 
administrators and faculty –to help them design more effective learning environments 
(p.518) 
 
Astin’s Student Involvement Theory is the second theoretical lens by which this 
study will use to explore the perceptions of success factors expressed by former 
community college student athletes and their perceptions of belonging. In this study all of 
the participants were former community college student athletes. As student athletes, it is 
clear that each participant was highly involved in co-curricular activities on campus.  
This study will use Astin’s five core elements as a lens by which to assess if their 
involvement as student athletes was a factor in their academic success.    
Research Questions 
 
The research questions specifically addressed in this research study were:  
1.) What factors do African American California community colleges student athletes find 
beneficial for academic success?  
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2.) To what extent do successful African American community college student athletes 
perceive the role of student athlete support services as a factor in their academic success?  
3.) To what extent do campus culture and environment coincide with academic success from 
the perspective of successful African American community college student athletes? 
Limitations 
 
 Successful African American student-athletes’ perceptions of factors of academic 
success was the focus of this qualitative study. One limitation of qualitative studies is that 
the researcher is considered the primary instrument in the collection and analysis of data. 
The researcher can manifest bias during the interviewing and analysis process.  As a 
former collegiate student-athlete at a four-year institution and current faculty member at a 
California community college, the researcher has a strong personal and professional 
connection to the topic.  The researcher was diligent in allowing the participants’ voices 
to be the forefront when describing their experiences. Another limitation of the study is 
the small number of participants, which decreases the possibility of generalizing the 
findings and conclusions for all African American male community college student 
athletes. Lastly, the research was focused on the unique lived experiences and perceptions 
of each participant.  In the data analysis phase, the researcher interpreted the findings as 
accurately as possible.  
Delimitations 
 
  This qualitative research explored the perceptions of factors of academic success 
for successful African American community college student-athletes.  Patton (2002) 
states the goals of qualitative research are, “to capture how those being interviewed view 
their world, to learn their terminology and judgements, and to capture the complexities of 
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their individual perceptions and experiences” (p. 348). In an effort to capture the depth of 
meaning and narrow the focus of this study of successful African American male 
community college student athletes, a small sample size of 11 student athletes was 
purposefully selected.  All participants attended California community colleges. This 
study’s delimitations are only participants who meet the criteria of successful students as 
defined by the research questions were asked to participate.  
Definition of Terms 
 
The following terms were operationalized for this study: 
4-2-4 Transfer is a student athlete who initially attended a four year institution to play 
collegiate athletics. Then the student athlete transferred to a two-year institution to play 
collegiate athletics with the intent of transferring back to a four-year institution to play 
collegiate athletics.  
Academic support programs include a broad range support services, support systems, 
practices and components that assist student athletes in adjusting to college, establishing 
good study habits, developing sound academic and career plans, and meeting their 
educational goals. 
California Community College Athletic Association is the major governing body of 
California community college intercollegiate athletics. Authorized by the State 
Legislature, the Education Code provides the CCCAA the opportunity and authority to 
establish the rules and regulations to administer the athletic activities of the nearly 27,000 
student athletes in the state (CCCAA, n.d.). 
Community College is a two-year post secondary public institution of higher learning. 
The terms “community college,” “two year college,” and “junior college” are used 
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interchangeably throughout the study. 
Division I institutions are four-year institutions that sponsor intercollegiate athletics 
through the NCAA.  There are over 350 Division I membership institutions in the NCAA. 
Institutions that are designated Division I often have the largest student body population, 
mange the largest athletics budgets and offer the most generous athletic scholarships.  
Former California community college student athletes, are community college 
students who were codified as active student athletes by their institution and the CCCAA. 
Former student athletes participated in two or more seasons athletic play.  
Intercollegiate athletics These are sports programs that are sponsored and funded by the 
college or university. These programs follow the rules and regulations of their respective 
athletic associations. 
National Collegiate Athletic Association is the major national governing body which 
oversees intercollegiate athletics at four-year institutions. It is voluntary association of 
more than 1,200 institutions.  
Student Athlete is a student who is a member of an intercollegiate athletic team at a 
community college or a four-year college.  
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CHAPTER II: 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Restatement of the Problem 
 
Through a critical review of literature, this section provides an overview of the 
previous research about the experiences of African American community college students 
in the United States and particularly African American male community college student 
athletes. Furthermore this section examines the literature describing the unique academic 
and social experiences that promote or deter African American student athletes’ 
graduation or transfer from a community college to a four-year college. Key historical 
events that have helped shape the current situation for Black community college student 
athletes will also be examined. First, the origins of African American participation in 
higher education will be examined in “Race and Ethnicity in Higher Education.” Second, 
the emergence of community colleges and the role community colleges play in educating 
African American students in the United States will be discussed in, “American 
Community Colleges.” Third, the wave of academic reform enacted by the California 
Senate will be examined in, “California Community Colleges.” Fourth, the contemporary 
plight of African American student athletes at four-year colleges and community colleges 
will be scrutinized in, “Collegiate Student Athletes.”  Fifth, student success and support, 
involvement, environment.   
Race and Ethnicity in Higher Education 
 
A commencement address to Howard University, a historically black university in 
Washington, D.C., titled “To Fulfill These Rights” was delivered by President Lydon B. 
Johnson on June 4, 1965.   
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…freedom is not enough.  You do not wipe away the scars of centuries by saying: 
now you are free to go where you want, and do as you desire…You do not take a 
person who, for years, has been hobbled by chains and liberate him, bring him up 
to the starting line of a race and then say, “you are free to compete with all the 
others,” and still justly believe that you have been completely fair.  Thus it is not 
enough just to open the gates of opportunity.  All our citizens must have the 
ability to walk through those gates.  This is the next and the more profound stage 
of the battle for civil rights.  We seek not just freedom by opportunity.  We seek 
not just legal equality but human ability.  Not just equality as a right and a theory, 
but equality as a fact and equality as a result.  
 
Nearly 50 years later, higher education institutions in the United States continue to search 
for ways to meet the needs of historically underrepresented students, President Johnson’s 
speech is still relevant; equity in education is about both access to opportunity as well as 
results (Bensimon, 2005b).  
Research has shown that racial inequities in higher education in the United States 
are a direct result of institutionalized racism.  When critically analyzing the racial 
disparities in higher education, it is important to take into account that access to higher 
education has not always been a privilege for African American students.   In 1862 one of 
the biggest access related policies was passed, the Morill Act.  The Morill Act of 1862 
began the process of taking progressive steps towards access to education for African 
Americans.  The Morill Act in 1862 increased the number of colleges and universities in 
the fledgling United States by providing funds and 30,000 acres of land for the 
establishment of higher education institutions in every state (Harper, Patton, & Wooden, 
2009).  Ten years later, the first higher education institution for African American 
students was established in Mississippi, Alcorn College. Even though Alcorn College and 
other colleges established at this time closely resembled elementary schools and 
secondary schools rather than colleges and universities, even though they were 
exclusively run by white administrators that choose Eurocentric curriculum devoid of 
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cultural affirming material, and even though they were founded with haste and limited 
financial backing resulting in many institutions closing by 1900, those early institutions 
changed the racial make-up of higher education in the United States (Harper et al., 2009).   
In 1890, the second Morill Act specifically opened access to education for 
African American students with the mandate that funds for education be distributed 
yearly on a “just and equitable” basis.  This led to the establishment of 17 Black state-
supported institutions of higher education.  At this time, the 17 state-supported 
institutions joined previously established private Black colleges and universities and 54 
other Black institutions. The Morill Act of 1890 also legalized the segregation of Black 
and white institutions. Roebuck and Murty (1993) suggest Historically Black Colleges 
and Universities (HBCUs) were created and support by the federal government to limit 
African American students from attending white land-grant institutions and to limit the 
trajectory of the African American educational experience to vocational training only. 
This federal focus on vocational training for African Americans effectively 
institutionalized the narrative that African American students were less capable 
intellectually than whites. 
From the time period after the second Morill Act of 1890 to Lyndon B. Johnson’s 
signing of Executive Order 11246 in 1965, the federal government has made 
“progressive” policy steps to equitably educate African Americans (Harper, 2009). The 
years between 1890 and 1965 saw progressive steps in educational access for African 
Americans through the creation of HBCUs, educational desegregation, and affirmative 
action; however, the dominant narrative of the intellectual inferiority of African 
American students has remained the same.  Routinely, these “progressive” policies called 
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into question the worthiness of African Americans to be educated productive members of 
society.  
The systematic subordination of African Americans was grounded in erroneous 
assumptions and judgments that were generated and subsequently cemented into the 
educational system; thus creating later challenges for this population in their pursuit of 
higher education. (Harper et al., 2009, p. 404) 
For the 50 years following The Higher Education Act, policies have effectively 
regressed the racial equality of African Americans in higher education (Harper, 2009). 
One of the policies that has affected participation and degree attainment rates for African 
American students in higher education is the restructuring of admissions through the 
dismantling of affirmative action. Attempts at dismantling affirmative action in higher 
education began in 1973 with the original filing of the case, Regents of the University of 
California v. Bakke (Trent, 1991). Allan Bakke, a white male applicant to University 
California-Davis who was denied admission, believed he would have been admitted if it 
weren’t or affirmative action programs. Subsequently, the case went to the Supreme 
Court for ruling. In 1978, the Supreme Court ruled that racial quotas would be prohibited 
in the admission process, but universities were allowed to consider race as a factor among 
many other factors in pursuit of diversity. This specific case resulted in programs 
throughout the state of California restructuring their admissions policies resulting in 
plunging minority enrollment (Harper, 2009; Wise, 2011). 
In another monumental case attacking affirmative action, Hopwood v. The 
University of Texas Law School, the landscape of affirmative action has effectively 
changed in Texas. In this case a federal judge ruled that race could not be used to give 
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preferential treatment to minority law schools applicants in Texas (Harper, 2009).  These 
rulings limited the scope of affirmative action in Texas and California and have had a 
negative effect on admissions of minority students in both states.  Even with challenges 
to affirmative action the number of students of color and African American students 
entering higher education has steadily increased.  However, the rate of increase and the 
rate of completion for African American students falls far behind white student peers 
(Harper, 2009). 
Stifled access to higher education for African American students is a problem for 
the nation as a whole.  Because education is viewed as the great equalizer, limited access 
to education institutionally limits the mobility of African Americans (Wise, 2011).  
Access to higher education and academic success directly translates to access to 
economic and social freedom for all members of society, African American students 
included. Much like the African American students in the 1800s, access to education 
allows African Americans to realize economic and social mobility.  
As mentioned above, there is significant research exploring the disparities in 
educational achievement based on race. However, research is limited when exploring 
what factors lead to academic success for African American students. 
American Community Colleges 
 
 Community colleges have historically been viewed by many as an 
educational opportunity for low-income and historically excluded populations to earn 
associate’s degrees, vocational degrees, and/or transfer to 4-year institutions (Bush & 
Bush, 2005).  However, there is a giant leak in the community college educational 
pipeline. Community college students are not reaching their self-stated academic goals. 
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The limited academic success of community college students is national and state-wide 
issue.  More specifically, underserved students, mainly African American, Latino, and 
Native American students, who reach the American community college have a limited 
trajectory. African American students are more likely to abandon their educational 
pursuits of certificate attainment, degree attainment, or transfer than persist than their 
peers (James, 2013).  Their tenure on American community college campuses is not 
gilded in glitter and gold; instead, African American students struggle to actualize their 
stated educational goals.  The inability for the majority of African American students to 
complete their higher education goals at community colleges has both social and 
economic consequences.  With the trend of African American students starting their 
college journey at 2-year institutions showing no signs of decreasing, dedicating research 
to understanding factors that lead to successful certificate attainment, degree attainment, 
or transfer is imperative. 
Since their inception community colleges have offered American students 
affordable, local, and flexible pathways to four-year colleges and universities, certificate 
completion, and/or an associate’s degree. With open access admission standards, 
remedial or basic skills classes, classes for English language learners, and technical skills 
classes, community colleges educate increasing numbers of students who are commonly 
categorized as nontraditional. Generally, characteristics such as, age, enrollment status, 
employment, race, immigration status, psychological distress, low academic skills, and 
the number of dependents define students as nontraditional (Levin, Cox, Cerven, & 
Haberler, 2010). According to the American Association of Community Colleges 
(AACC) in Fall 2013, 46% of all undergraduates in the United States were community 
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college students. Many non-traditional students enter community colleges severely 
underprepared for a college experience.  These students do not know what is required of 
them in order to succeed (Bueschel, 2009). 
Community college student populations have changed dramatically over the past 
five decades (Perrakis, 2008). According to the National Center of Educational Statistics’ 
The Condition of Education Report (2017), the total number of all associate’s degrees 
conferred by US residents between 2004-2005 and 2014-2015 increased by 46%.  Among 
US residents, the number of associate’s degrees awarded to Latino students rose by 130% 
and the number of associate’s degrees awarded to African American students rose 60% 
between the same time period.  Respectively, the total number of associate’s degrees 
awarded to African American students increased from 13-14 percent and for Latino 
students, the number increased from 12-18 percent between the 2004-2005 and 2014-
2015 time period.  Even though African American and Latino students are earning 
increasing numbers of community college associate’s degrees, these same students earn 
far fewer degrees than their white counterparts.  
Nationally, community colleges are not meeting the needs of all of their students. 
Students entering community colleges are increasingly underprepared for college-level 
course work, yet in record numbers those same students have shown to increasingly strive 
for academic success (Bueschel, 2009).  Encouragingly, there is a strong college-going 
culture in American high schools. Whether their career choice requires it or not, 90% of 
high school students expect to attend college (Schneider & Stevenson, 2000).  The same 
sense of positive aspiration transfers to community college students.  Approximately 70% 
of community college students expect to achieve a bachelor’s degree when asked to 
	 22	
define their long-term goals and expectations (Bailey, Leinbach, & Jenkins, 2005).  Data 
from the Beginning Post-Secondary Student Survey found more than half the students 
who entered 2-year colleges with specific certificate and degree goals left college within 
6 years before receiving any credential (Bailey & Morest, 2006). 
Over the next decade, 85% of the growth among 18-24 year olds will come from 
minority and immigrant families (Bueschel, 2009).  These students are the same students 
who will run into institutional barriers due to their lack of preparation when pursuing 
higher education.  As mentioned earlier, increasing numbers of students who are entering 
community colleges directly from high school are unprepared to immediately enter 
college level courses (Barbatis, 2010).  Instead, they assess into courses that precede 
college level courses often called developmental, basic skills, pre-collegiate, and 
remedial courses. Sixty-one percent of students at community colleges take at least one 
remedial course while in college, and 25 percent take two or more remedial courses 
(Goldrick-Rab, 2010). Students who take remedial courses often do not finish the 
developmental course sequence.   
California community colleges 
 
Congruent with federal dialogue about the importance of community colleges in 
the higher education landscape, the state of California, has recently taken an acute 
interest in improving the success of community colleges and their students. Much like the 
federal mission, California is looking to community colleges to assist its residents in 
stimulating the economy and closing the socio economic gap.  In California, community 
colleges have historically been places of educational equalization. Historically, the role of 
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community colleges in California was most specifically defined in the 1960 Master Plan 
for Higher Education.  
 In 1960, California legislators created the Master Plan to map a clear guideline 
for all three systems of public higher education in California; the University of 
California, the California State University and the California Community College.  In the 
Master Plan, the community college was declared a “critical part of its [California’s] 
tripartite system of public education” (Knoell, 1997, p.122).  The mission of the 
community college was solidified as the place of initial access for California’s college-
going youth.  Community colleges were solely responsible for preparing traditional 
college students for transfer to baccalaureate-granting institutions, providing vocational-
technical education, providing remediation for underprepared students seeking a college 
level education, and providing strong support services for all students in need (Knoell, 
1997).   
For a majority of students who seek an education at California’s community 
colleges, completion of their academic goals is a sizable challenge.  Specifically, 
increasing numbers of students are entering community colleges with clearly defined 
academic goals, but they fail to reach their desired academic outcome.  Due to the lack of 
data and research, it is unclear how community college student athletes are faring 
academically as a whole in California community colleges.  
The multi-faceted mission of community colleges combined with dismal student 
outcomes has been a point of contention for community colleges from their inception. 
Community colleges have been criticized for,  
…focusing too much on practical skills rather than on rigorous academic 
preparation; for watering down their academic curriculum; for allowing 
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themselves to be subject to the whims of business and industry; for failing to 
transfer more than one quarter of entering students who state an intention to 
transfer; for perpetuating gaps between the haves and the have-nots; and for many 
other offenses. (Levin, Cox, Cerven, & Haberler, 2010, p.32) 
 
Currently, California community colleges are in the process of orchestrating a 
legislatively mandated overhaul in response to the lack of student academic success. 
Senate Bill 1456, Lowenthal also known as the Seymour-Campbell Student Success Act 
of 2012 is California’s response to subpar completion rates by community college 
students. Unlike the multifaceted 1960 Master Plan, Senate Bill 1456 focuses solely on 
student academic success.  The bill states its purpose as, “increasing California 
community college access and success by providing effective core matriculation services 
of orientation, assessment and placement, counseling, and other education planning 
services, and academic interventions” (Seymour-Campbell Student Success Act of 2012).  
The 2012 Student Success Task Force directly influenced the creation of SB 
1456.  The task force, comprised of a representative body of 20 stakeholder groups of 
California community colleges, developed 22 recommendations aimed at improving the 
educational outcomes of students and preparing students for the workforce (California 
Community College Student Success Task Force, 2012). Creating stronger statewide 
coordination and oversight to help move students more effectively through the 
community college system is one of the key components of the recommendations from 
the task force.  Such coordination will allow for the sharing and facilitation of new and 
creative ideas to help students succeed. California community colleges are challenged to 
“take to scale” the many good practices already in place. 
As the focus on performance grows, community colleges are encouraged to 
maintain open access while propelling more students toward completion, graduation, and 
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certificate attainment.  According to Bragg and Durham (2012), the American Graduation 
Initiative created by President Barak Obama in 2009 has refocused higher education from 
access to completion.  Community colleges are affected by this federal shift in ideals as 
completion has become a definitive measure of success for community colleges (Bragg & 
Durham, 2012). With completion at the forefront of the mandated overhaul, community 
colleges must find ways to offer primary pathways to higher education for historically 
underserved students and demonstrate success through completion of degrees, 
certificates, and transfer.   
Even though California community colleges are facing the challenging formula of 
increased enrollment and limited funding, open-access institutions have received more 
attention federally, statewide, and locally.  As Jez and Venezia (2009) recognize, funding 
for community college research studies were almost impossible to find 10 years ago. The 
intent of the community college is to democratize opportunities for students wishing to 
pursue a higher education. According to Aragon and Brantmeier (2009), “community 
colleges hold the potential for being the social institutions most capable of leveling and 
transforming the playing field for the historically marginalized; these colleges can and do 
often serve as catalysts for social change” (p. 39).  
Academic Success 
 
Defining academic success for all community college students has been a 
challenge due to the open access model and multi-faceted mission of community 
colleges. Students who attend California’s community colleges attend for a wide variety 
of reasons; therefore, operationalizing academic success requires multiple measures 
(CCCSSTF, 2012).  In 2012, the California Senate decided to play a more active role in 
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California community colleges and passed legislation, SB 1456.  Senate Bill 1456 
operationalizes academic success for California community colleges students. The 
California Senate, in consultation with the Student Success Task Force and other 
stakeholders, defines student academic success through SB 1456 as the completion of 
degrees and certificates.  For the purposes of this study, academic success is defined as 
certificate completion, associate’s degree completion, or transfer to a 4-year college or 
university with a minimum of 60 units.  
This definition was chosen because it is has been reported that a majority of 
community college student athletes begin their tenure at California community colleges 
with the intent of transfer and continue athletic participation. Similarly, community 
college student athletes also enter the community college with the academic goal to 
transfer to a four-year institution. This study will focus on the outcomes of student 
athletes after they have been successful at a California community college.  
Collegiate Student Athletes 
 
There is a growing appetite in our society for collegiate athletics (Howard-
Hamilton & Sina, 2001).  This appetite has highlighted the peculiar relationship between 
collegiate athletics and academics.  Questions have been posed by researchers for 
decades regarding the growth and development of student athletes as more than just 
athletes (Bush & Bush, 2005; Comeaux, 2012; Ferrante & Etzel, 1991; Harper, 2009; 
Harper, Williams, & Blackman, 2013; Horton, 2009, 2011, 2015; Jolly 2008).  What is 
clear is that college and university programs can affect student athletes in profound ways 
(Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991).  However, researchers have found mixed results in the 
profound ways that participation in collegiate athletics affects student athletes cognitively 
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(Astin, 1993; Pascarella, Bohr, Nora, and Terenzini, 1995; Pascarella and Terenzini, 
1991).  Most of the research pertaining to collegiate student athletes derives from student 
athletes that attend Division I 4 year institutions.  There is limited research regarding the 
community college student athlete.  
In California’s community colleges, the intercollegiate athletics program is not an 
integral part of the educational program.  Course credit is earned for participation in 
athletics and no athletic scholarships are awarded to student athletes.  Signed 
commitments are not exchanged between colleges and student athletes. Coaches are 
considered teaching faculty and must meet minimum state teaching qualifications 
including a master’s degree in physical education or a related area (Mora, 1997, p. 16) 
The social and academic experiences of community college student athletes has 
been overlooked. Hagedorn and Horton (2009) state that community college student 
athletes have become an “important student segment” due to the increasing number of 
students who are entering the community college as their first higher education 
experience. For student athletes of color, the community college is a viable opportunity to 
access higher education due to open enrollment, readily available student support 
services, remedial courses, and financial support. Additionally, the National Collegiate 
Athletic Association (NCAA) has enacted academic reforms in an effort to increase the 
academic successes of student athletes who attend two-year colleges and four year 
colleges.  These changes have steered many student athletes of color to the community 
college instead of a four year colleges due to their lack of academic successes in high 
school.  For community colleges, “understanding the academic, personal, and athletic 
goals of student-athletes is the first step [in] ensuring that students leave the institution 
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more highly evolved and [academically] prepared than when they arrived” (Horton, 2009, 
p. 24). 
The National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA), the California Community 
College Athletic Association (CCCAA), and community colleges have enacted academic 
reforms in an effort to increase the academic success of student athletes who attend two-
year and four-year colleges.  Two ground breaking academic reform measures, 
Proposition 48 and subsequently Proposition 16, have resulted in the community college 
being the collective “starting point” for the vast majority of African American student 
athletes by the early 2000s (McClellan, 2013). In 1986, the NCAA required freshman 
student athletes to have at least 700 scores on the SAT or the equivalent on the American 
College Test and “C” averages in a core curriculum of 11 courses in order to compete. A 
decade later in 1996, Proposition 16 raised the bar even higher and required additional 
standards including 13 school core classes instead of 11, four years of high school 
English instead of three years, and a sliding scale for high school GPA and SAT/ACT 
score. Both propositions received backlash from African American coaches and student 
athletes. The sentiment was that both propositions, even though a decade apart, thwarted 
access for African American student athletes to four-year institutions.  Equally as 
important, Price (2010) studied the effects of Proposition 16 on collegiate student athletes 
and found that it changed the ways in which Division I schools recruited student athletes.  
For example, Division I schools recruited fewer high school student athletes, particularly 
African American student athletes, to fill scholarships (Price, 2010). With fewer 
freshman student athletes being recruited out of high school, the number of African 
American student-athletes enrolled in Division I institutions did not change (Price, 2010).  
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Price (2010) concluded that Proposition 16 resulted in a greater number of African 
American student athletes transferring into Division I institutions, and many of these 
African American student athletes came from Division II schools and community 
colleges. 
With increasing numbers of African American student athletes starting their 
academic and athletic careers at the community college level, they fall victim to the 
inequities facing community college students as a whole and community college students 
of color specifically.  Community colleges are perceived by young men of color to be a 
pathway to “enhanced social and economic mobility” (Wood & Harris, 2014). This is 
particularly salient as 82 percent of all African American male students enrolled in 
secondary education are enrolled in community colleges (Wood & Harris, 2014). While 
community colleges serve the majority of African American males in higher education, 
African American males experience disparate academic outcomes (Wood & Harris, 2014, 
Veloz, 2015; Harper, Williams, & Blackman, 2013).  The disparate outcomes for African 
American males compared to their peers are significant in key markers of success such as 
persistence, completion, achievement, and transfer (California Community College 
Chancellor’s Office Data Mart, 2017) . 
Harper (2009) found a 25%-67% discrepancy in the transfer rate of Black and 
White community college student-athletes, depending on the school and the sport. In the 
2004-2005 cohort of California community college student-athletes, only 10.83% of 
Black males were transfer ready (California Community College Athletic Association, 
2013, 201 lb).  Similar to their non-athlete peers, student athletes who identify as 
members of underrepresented ethnic groups transfer at much lower rates than their white 
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student-athlete peers. Hagedorn, Moon, Cypers, Maxwell & Lester (2006) note, 
“Students of color and those from low income backgrounds are disproportionately 
impacted by the sluggish nature of transfer, because the majority of these students who 
go to college will begin their postsecondary education in community colleges” (p. 224).  
Additionally, Harper (2009) notes, “perhaps nowhere in higher education is the 
disenfranchisement of Black male students more insidious than in college athletics” (p. 
30). Scholarly work on understanding the many different factors that contribute to 
academic successes and failures of student athletes is plentiful for student athletes at four-
year institutions.  The same breath and depth of literature does not exist for community 
college student athletes (Harper, 2009).    
African American student athletes must also face the often-unrealistic 
requirements placed on them by the NCAA to transfer from a two-year college to a four-
year institution in two years.  Currently, community college students who do not devote 
up to 30 hours of their time participating in intercollegiate athletics take two to three 
years to complete their units for transfer (McClellan, 2013, p. 37).  An example of the 
NCAA’s efforts to increase academic success of transfer student athletes is the NCAA’s 
policies that require two-year college transfer students who wish to compete at Division I 
schools to do the following: (a) to earn an associate’s degree (AA) in two years with a 
minimum grade point average of 2.5; (b) complete 40% of degree major requirements 
prior to the start of the third year; (c) successfully pass six units of transferable English; 
and (d) successfully pass three units of transferable math. These policies were intended to 
improve graduation rates and transfer rates of athletes that start at two-year colleges.  
Instead, reflecting specifically on the outcomes of African American male student 
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athletes, McClellan (2013) reports that there have been more negative consequences than 
originally intended. The NCAA policy changes have progressively narrowed the options 
for African American men in higher education creating what many African American 
coaches and student athletes see as a social injustice and inequality problem (p. 37). With 
unrealistic transfer timelines for a demographic of student who statistically less 
academically and socially prepared for higher education and the pressure of reaching 
additional degree benchmarks, McClellan (2013) contends that the NCAA is well aware 
of the frustration their academic reform policies have caused educators and students.   
Student athletes in all higher education institutions have historically been 
misunderstood by institutional stakeholders, including student services professionals, 
faculty, and their non-athletic peers. Research shows that compared to other student 
groups on college campuses, student athletes, “find their life and institutional experiences 
greatly different from those of other community college students as well as their four-
year counterparts” (Hagedorn & Horton, 2009, p. 2). Student athletes at all levels of 
intercollegiate participation face unique pressures of academic and athletic success 
(Comeaux, Speer, Taustine, & Harrison, 2011; Burns, Jasinski, Dunn, & Flecher, 
2013;Horton, 2011; Jolly, 2008; Parish & Spier, 2007; Reynolds, Fisher, & Cavil, 2012).  
Therefore, “integration, both academically and socially, can be difficult for most first-
time college students, and the added responsibility student athletes face on entering 
college can often be overwhelming for a number of reasons” (Cuyjet, 2006, p. 162).  
It has been well documented that collegiate student athletes, especially male 
student athletes of color, face significant role conflict and stereotype threat based on their 
dual role as athlete and student.  In a study of first year Division I male basketball 
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players, it was also reported that student athletes begin their higher education experience 
with optimism academically; however, as early as their second semester they may 
experience role conflict (Comeaux et al., 2011).  Role conflict is defined as how the 
demands of one role, athlete, make it difficult to meet the demands of another role, 
student (Comeaux et al., 2011).  A side effect of role conflict is that student athletes are 
often mentally and physically tired from balancing their competing roles as student and 
athlete.   The amount of time student athletes spend practicing or performing in their 
sport is a direct indicator of the time they spend studying.  Often motivation to study is 
lost due to exhaustion and pain from participating in sports (Person, Benson-Quaziena, & 
Rogers, 2001).  
Snyder (1985) indicated that there are three factors that need to be considered 
when assessing how student athletes maximize the rewards within the dual role of student 
and athlete: social support and intrinsic and extrinsic factors.  In line with these factors, 
Synder created a theoretical understanding of student athletes’ role identities.  He 
suggested there are four types of student athlete based on their commitment to each role: 
(a) scholar athletes, (b) pure scholars, (c) pure athletes, and (d) nonscholars/nonathletes.  
As the names suggest, scholar athletes have a high degree of commitment to both the 
academic and athletic roles. They are able to perform and meet the demands of each role 
eliminating role conflict. The pure scholar is highly committed to the academic role.  
Their commitment to academics leaves little time and energy for athletics.  The pure 
athlete is the exact opposite of the pure scholar. Pure athletes commitment lies 
predominantly with athletics. This student athlete experiences role conflict and, therefore, 
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reduces involvement in the academic role.  As a result, pure athletes are more likely to 
suffer from involuntary withdrawal from the college or university.  
Unfortunately, instead of receiving support on how to manage both roles, many 
student athletes flounder in the midst of these challenges and as a result are often 
perceived as unintelligent and unqualified for academics by students and faculty at the 
college (Jolly, 2008).  Over 15 years ago, Howard-Hamilton and Sina (2001) recognized 
the challenge of role conflict in student athletes and reported that academic college 
counselors were calling for special training for counselors who work primarily with 
student athletes to address their developmental needs.  
The misperception by many that student athletes are privileged, lazy, incapable, 
and disinterested students who are only in school to play sports is damaging to student 
athletes in terms of identity and engagement (Horton, 2011).  These harsh misperceptions 
often harbored by college faculty, coaches and non-athletic peers coupled with an 
institution’s low academic expectations has a significant impact on student athlete’s 
collegiate experiences, social engagement with nonathlete peers, and ability to be 
academically successful (Harrison, 2008; Horton, 2011).  
This study will add scholarly knowledge to the gap in relevant research focused 
on understanding the academic success factors of African American community college 
student athletes. Research from this study will be qualitative and exploratory.  Astin’s 
theory of student engagement as the guiding theory when conducting and reporting 
findings from interviews of community college student athletes of color who have been 
successful.  Exploring how previously successful student athletes are able to achieve their 
academic goals is paramount.  Harper (2009) states that much research has been produced 
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about student-athletes in higher education; nevertheless, those studies typically focus on 
four-year colleges and universities.  In an effort to gain a better understanding of the 
factors that contribute to academic success for community college student athletes, this 
study will explore the factors that led to academic success from the perspectives of 
formerly successful community college student athletes. 
Departure, Retention, and Engagement in Higher Education 
 
 Most research regarding the retention, and therefore the ability to fulfill the goal 
of degree attainment, of underrepresented students in higher education excludes data 
from community colleges (Swail, 2003).  This is equally true for student athletes of color. 
The focus of this study was to understand the perceived factors that led to the success of 
African American male community college student athletes.  As stated earlier, success is 
defined as certificate attainment, degree attainment, or transfer to a four-year institution. 
Vincent Tinto and Andrew Astin are leading theorist who examine the factors that 
contribute to academic success and retention for higher education students.  Tinto focuses 
his work on retention, while Astin focuses his research on the benefits of student 
engagement on academic success.   
Vincent Tinto’s (1975) research on student retention is one of the most widely 
cited models of student retention in higher education. Tinto’s retention model bases its 
conceptual roots in Durkheim’s (1951) original theories on the types of suicide.  
Durkheim (1951) posits that there is a role played by integration into society when 
pondering suicide.  According to Durkehim’s book, Suicide, there are three categories of 
suicide: egoistic, altruistic, and anomic. Egoistic suicide is the result of person’s lack of 
integration into society. Altruistic suicide results when there is societal integration, but an 
	 35	
individual is impacted by political or religious influences such that committing suicide is 
seen for the greater good. Lastly, anomic suicide occurs when conditions outside of a 
person’s scope occur and their life balance is interrupted. In using suicide as his guide to 
developing his retention model, Tinto does not imply that institutional departure leads to 
suicide or that institutional departure is a form of social suicide (Tinto, 1993).  Instead, 
Tinto recognizes that there are intriguing analogies between both forms of behavior.  
Mostly notably, both institutional departure and suicidal departure are, “a voluntary 
withdrawal from local communities that is as much of a reflection of the community as it 
is of the individual who withdraws” (p. 99). 
Tinto (1993) asserts that students enter an institution with certain background 
characteristics (i.e. family background, skills, abilities, and prior schooling) that have 
shaped their levels of commitment for completing their degrees.  Tinto (1993) states that 
higher education is comprised of both academic and social systems. Each system 
maintains its own characteristics of formal and informal structures regarding faculty, 
student, and staff communities. The academic system concerns itself almost entirely with 
the formal education of students. Structured interaction in the classrooms and laboratories 
of the institution is the primary focus of the academic system. The societal system 
concerns itself with the personal needs and daily life of the campus community, 
especially students. This system focuses on the mostly informal and recurring interactions 
of faculty, staff, and students mainly outside of the classroom.   Tinto is clear that the 
very distinct systems do exist within one college and that a student’s experiences in each 
separately may lead to departure from the institution.  In many instances, the two systems 
are not symmetrical in institutions of higher education.  An institution’s emphasis upon 
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intellectual matters may dominate the wider social life of the institution.  In others, the 
opposite may apply. Subsequently, a student may depart from an institution due to lack of 
integration in either system, which can be voluntary or involuntary. 
As noted earlier, a student’s integration into one system or the other may not be 
equal.  For example, community colleges in California are typically nonresidential 
institutions. Assuming living on campus aids in social system interactions, the typical 
community college student may have a harder time integrating in the social system of the 
college leaving the academic system as the most dominate means of integration.  For 
student athlete’s it is probable that the student feels a high level of integration within the 
institution due to participation in intercollegiate athletics.  The formal and informal 
interactions with the campus community outside of the classroom are frequent and 
positive.  However, that same student athlete may have a harder time integrating into the 
academic system of the college.  Academic under preparedness, extended time spent 
devoted to sport, or lack of understanding as to how to integrate into the academic fold of 
the college. 
A student’s challenges with integration, whether academic or social, may lead the 
student to depart from the institution at different times in their academic career. Tinto 
(1988) explored how student departure is longitudinal in character.  The reasons a student 
departs in the first six months are very different from the reasons a student departs later in 
the educational process.  Based on social anthropologist Van Gennep’s (1960) rites of 
passage stages: separation, transition, and incorporation, Tinto developed his own stages 
of student departure. Tinto’s (1988) theory states that individual college students must 
move as a known member of one group to a stranger in the new group.  During this 
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process they will face difficulties and adjustment as they separate from high school and 
family to a degree in order to fully integrate into the college environment (Tinto, 1988, p. 
443). Tinto proposed that students drop out of college because of insufficient integration 
into the social system of the college.  
For student athletes, both 4-year and 2-year student athletes, this process may be 
less difficult than for other college students. Much emphasis is placed on a student 
athlete’s rapid incorporation into their new social structure, the collegiate athletic team.  
Adopting the new collegiate athletic norms and behaviors are mutually beneficial for the 
student athlete and the team; therefore integration is encouraged and supported through 
team building activities. Most often student athletes create strong bonds with their 
teammates, coaches, and athletic support staff easing the transition from group outsider to 
group insider.  However, it is not clear if the same rapid incorporation occurs 
academically for student athletes. Drawing on their athletic team experience, are student 
athletes able to build connections with faculty and non-athletic peers accelerating their 
integration? 
As Tinto’s (1993) theory of student departure is widely used by educational 
researchers for explaining the student departure process, critics of Tinto’s model have 
challenged the model’s applicability to students of color in higher education (Guiffrida, 
2006; Kuh & Love, 2000; Tierney, 1999).   Tierney (1992) argued that Tinto’s concept of 
breaking away lacks in applicability to students of color because his theory describes the 
developmental progression within a culture rather than assimilation from one culture to 
another.  Often times students of color identify with cultural backgrounds that differ from 
the Eurocentric frameworks upon which the norms and values of predominately White 
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higher education institutions are based. Tinto’s theory, which is rooted in the Western, 
assimilation/enculturation paradigm, ignores the ability for students of color to succeed in 
college while belonging to both the majority and minority cultures (Kuh & Love, 2000; 
Rendon, Jalomo, & Nora, 2000).  Research also suggests that minority students’ 
motivational orientations for attending and succeeding in college may differ from the 
motivational orientations of their White peers (Hurtado, 1994; Stage, 1989).   
Gillett-Karam (2016) states that the population of the community college has 
changed drastically yet the student development theories used to research community 
college students have not. Specifically Gillett-Karam states, “the practice of student 
development theories are fixed or imposed upon students and do not reflect the 
“identities” of modern community college students.  
Therefore, to heed the call of other educational researchers to further Tinto’s 
(1993) model of student departure in a culturally relevant manner, this study will applied 
Tinto’s model to African American community college student athletes while recognizing 
cultural and familial connections more prominently (Guiffrida, 2006). 
Similar to the social systems aspect of Tinto’s work, Astin (1984) posits a student 
development theory based on student involvement. Astin’s 1984 seminal piece of 
scholarly work on the Student Involvement Theory (SIT) suggested that when students 
become involved on campus they experience positive gains in learning and personal 
development. Instead of the number of avenues through which to engage, Astin argues 
that the more important factor is the student’s commitment to be engaged within the 
institution. As mentioned earlier, participation in athletics is but one of many ways 
college students become socially engaged within the institution.  Stated simplistically, 
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Astin advances his theory of student involvement as, “the amount of physical and 
psychological energy that the student denotes to the academic experience: (1984, p. 
297).”  SIT was comprised of five elements. SIT in terms of athletic participation would 
evolve as follows: First, the physical and psychological energy students invest in various 
objects, in the case of this study, athletics, varies. Second, involvement occurs on a 
continuum; this is, regardless of what the athlete is experiencing, there is a range of 
involvement for each student. Third, involvement is qualitative and quantitative. It is 
quantitative, in the sense that time spent practicing a sport can be measured and 
qualitative in the sense of what an athlete retains during that practice. Fourth, the amount 
of time a student athlete invests in their sport, the more likely they are to benefit from the 
sport intellectually and personally.  Fifth, the effectiveness of the sport and the 
effectiveness of how student athletes are coached through the certain behaviors such as 
working with others toward common goals, adherence to rules, and the ability to persist 
in spite of loss, increase student involvement (Astin, 1984). 
Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) found in their extensive review of literature that 
Astin’s (1993) assertion is correct, “the level of student involvement and integration in 
any of the components of an institution’s academic and social systems can be a critical 
factor in students’ persistence decisions” (p. 426). The time and degree to which students 
engage in in- and out-of- class activities largely determines the impact college has on 
them as individuals.  Students who spend more time involved in college-related activities 
have a higher likeliness of lower attrition rates, and higher percentage of retention, and 
ultimately more success in completion rates.  
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In relation to the idea of student engagement, Chickering and Gamson (1987) 
proposed a guide of seven principles to help faculty and students improve undergraduate 
education.  The seven good practices include: 
1.) Encourages contact between students and faculty 
2.) Develops reciprocity and cooperation among students 
3.) Encourages active learning 
4.) Gives prompt feedback 
5.) Emphasizes time on task 
6.) Communicates high expectations 
7.) Respects diverse talents and ways of learning (Chickering, Gamson, & American   
Association for Higher Education, 1987) 
  Unfortunately, there is little research to be found that explores student 
engagement in educationally purposeful activities and its influence on a set of outcomes 
for student athletes (Comeaux et al., 2011).  Notably there is even less research that 
focuses on community college student athletes and the effects of student engagement on 
specific outcomes.  
Veloz (2015) states that intrinsic motivation and self-determination of successful 
African American male student-athletes in the community college is a topic that has also 
been scarcely studied.  The majority of studies on African American male in the 
community college are dissertations. Wood and Turner (2010) completed a meta-
synthesis of literature on African American males in the community college that revealed 
that 50 total studies on African males in the community college were published: 38 
doctoral dissertations, 8 journal articles, and 4 book chapters.  As mentioned earlier, there 
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is a current abundance of literature on African American males at four-year institutions 
due to the increasing popularity of collegiate athletics and the increasing questions 
collegiate athletics raises about the growth and development of student athletes. This 
literature focuses predominately on African American male student participation in 
intercollegiate athletics in revenue-generating sports such as football and basketball 
(Harper, 2009).  However, Wood and Turner caution researchers about assuming 
homogeneity in the experiences of African American males in two- and four-year 
institutions. 
Summary 
 
In general, a clear understanding of the factors that contribute to community 
college students persisting and in turn completing their academic goals is an endeavor for 
students, educators, and the greater community as a whole.  More specifically, a 
demographic of student that has been repeated overlooked in regards to success factors 
are community college student athletes. The community college has increasingly become 
to first avenue to degree attainment for student on color in California.  Research suggests 
that student athletes of color may obtain their academic goals at higher rates than their 
peer of color who do not participate in athletics.  If this is the case, understanding 
specifically the perceived factors that contribute to academic success for African 
American community college student athletes can not only support more student athlete 
in their quest for degree attainment and transfer to a 4-year institution, but it can also give 
faculty, staff, and administrators ideas as to what factors they can transfer from athletes to 
non-athletes when developing retention models.  With California’s push to bring 
programs that promote academic success for our most underserved students, 
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understanding the success factors that contribute to student athlete success can help the 
state understand how to continue to assist student athletes and non-athletes. The results of 
this study will add to existing research on retention and offer a human voice to the plights 
of African American student athletes by discovering why some are successful.  
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CHAPTER III: 
METHODOLOGY 
Restatement of the Purpose of the Study 
 
The purpose of this study was to (a) explore the perceptions of successful African 
American community college student athletes and their sense of campus culture (i.e., 
environment/belonging) as it pertains to academic success, and (b) to explore the 
successful African American community college student athletes’ perspective of support 
services factors that influenced completion of their academic goal.  
Research Design 
 
According to Creswell (2012) research is, “a process of steps used to collect and 
analyze information to increase our understanding of a topic or issue” (p. 3). This will be 
solved Monday This study used the qualitative research design to collect and analyze 
information regarding the perceptions of successful African American community 
college student athletes. The qualitative research design is the best option for this 
research study due to the lack of scholarly literature regarding the success factors for 
African American community college student-athletes. Additionally, with a lack of 
guiding literature about African American community college student athletes, the 
qualitative research design allowed the researcher to broadly explore a particular problem 
and develop a detailed understanding of a central phenomenon (Creswell, 2012).  The 
intent of this study was to identify elements, key factors, and support systems and 
services that African American community college student athletes perceived to aid in 
their retainment and eventual academic success. 
	 44	
The research was designed as a semi-structured, in-depth interview model. 
According to Patton (2002) “methodologically, carefully, and thoroughly capturing and 
describing how people experience some phenomenon; how they perceive it, describe it, 
feel about it, judge it, remember it, and talk about it to others, one must undertake in-
depth interviews” (p.104). The researcher asked a series of predetermined open-ended 
questions.  The open-ended questions were constructed to elicit open-ended responses.  
Creswell (2012) suggests asking open-ended questions during qualitative research allows 
the interviewee to express themselves, “unconstrained by any perspectives of researcher 
or past research findings” (p. 218).  Follow-up questions were also asked of the 
participants to clarify statements and/or illicit more information.   
Research Setting 
 
All participants in this study attended and participated in athletic competition at a 
community college in the state of California. Community colleges in the state of 
California are the research setting for multiple reasons.  First, the large size of the 
California community college system allows for greater participation.  California 
educates nearly 25 percent of the nation’s community college student population 
(CCCSSTF, 2012). With 113 community colleges state wide, over 26,000 students 
participate in intercollegiate athletics in the California Community Colleges Athletic 
Association (CCCAA, 2013). In the 2014-2015 academic year, 29,231 first-time African 
American students enrolled in California community colleges (CCCCO, 2017).  Second, 
the state of California has dedicated time, effort, and monetary resources to 
understanding the challenges facing community colleges students. In the past 4 years, the 
state of California has passed comprehensive legislation that places the academic success 
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of community college students and educational equity at the forefront of their mission.  
Third, the California educational system is experiencing racial equity challenges unseen 
in other states.  Ladson-Billing (2006) states that California is one of 4 most segregated 
states for African American students.   
Population and Sample 
 
The purposeful sampling technique used in this study was the snowball sampling 
technique. Creswell (2012) describes the snowball technique as a process that proceeds 
after the study begins and allows the researcher to ask participants to recommend other 
individuals to be sampled. The researcher interviewed 11 participants for the study. 
Maintaining anonymity for each participant, pseudonyms are used in place of the real 
names and other identifying markers have been removed.   
The researcher contacted current California community college administrators, 
coaches, and faculty who work closely with community college student athletes.  The 
researcher asked them to identify former student athletes that meet the participant 
participation research criteria stated below:  
1. Must be a person of colors and have attended one or more community colleges in 
California. 
2. Must have been successful at the CCC level: i.e. certificate completion, 
associate’s degree completion, or the minimum 60 units with grade point average 
progress to transfer to a 4-year college or university. 
3. Must have been considered an active student athlete at the CCC level. 
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Once several initial participants were identified, the researcher asked those 
participants to identify other former community college student athletes of color who 
may fit the criteria and be willing to participate in the study.  
Data Collection Procedures 
 
Upon initial contact, most often via text message, with each potential participant, 
the researcher asked the participant to fill out an electronic questionnaire.  The 
questionnaire included the participant consent form as well several demographic 
questions.  A sample of the electronic survey is provided in Appendices A.  Once the 
questionnaire was completed, the researcher contacted the participant to schedule an 
interview session.  
The researcher arranged telephone interviews with each participant at a time that 
was convenient for the participant and the researcher.  The researcher conducted each 
interview session via telephone.  The researcher designed the interview session to consist 
of preliminary open-ended question intended to help the participant self-reflect on their 
time as an athlete and also build rapport with the interviewer. Next, the researcher asked 
open-ended exploratory questions that facilitated an in-depth interview model. This 
research design allowed the researcher and the participant to interact in a comfortable 
manner and build rapport with each other.   
All participants received a list of interview questions prior to their interview. Prior 
to the beginning of each interview, the researcher asked the participant if they had any 
questions regarding interview questions. Participants were also advised to treat the 
session more like a conversation than an interview.  Additionally, the interviewer 
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explained the purpose of the interview and the voluntary nature of the interview.  Each 
participant was informed that they could end the interview at any time.  
During the interview, the researcher took notes and the researcher recorded the 
interview electronically using a digital voice recorder.  Prior to turning on the recorder, 
the participant was reminded that they were going to be recorded for the sake of accurate 
capture of their comments.  The participant was also reminded that at any time they 
would like to stop the interview or strike comments from the official transcripts of the 
interview, they may do so.   
The researcher used the same interview procedure for each participant.  The same 
questions were asked in the same order for each participant allowing for clarifying 
questions and open-ended dialogue to fully gather the participants’ perceptions of their 
experience while attending a California community college as a student athlete. The 
interview questions were developed using Tinto’s (1975) theory on retention and Astin’s 
(1984) theory of student involvement (see Appendix B).   
Once the interview session was completed, the researcher reminded the 
participant that at any time they could contact the researcher and ask that their comments 
not be used in the research.  The entire interview session was transcribed by a 
professional transcriber and the researcher converted their interview notes into electronic 
form. Once each interview was transcribed the researcher uploaded each text into the 
Nvivo qualitative research analysis tool.   
Data Analysis Procedure 
 
 The researcher used the Nvivo program to analyze data collected from the 
participant interviews. The Nvivo program is software program widely used by 
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researchers to easily categorize, code, and evaluate qualitative data.  The first step in the 
data analysis process was to upload the electronically transcribed interviews into the 
Nvivo program.  Once all of the interviews were uploaded, the researcher created three 
categories by which to organize information; (a) factors of success, (b) support services, 
(c) sense of belonging.  The three categories were informed by the three research 
questions that guided this researcher study.  Once the three categories were designated, 
and a folder or “node” was created for each, the researcher read through each transcript 
and selected participant quotes and stories that best explained a participant’s perception 
of one of the three areas.  A node is a type of electronic folder that allows the researcher 
to file statements from different participants in one location.  Once filed in the folder the 
researcher was able to physically see which participants mentioned a certain topics within 
one of the three categories.  
After the researcher read through all of the transcribed interviews and coded the 
answers into the three large categories mentioned earlier, the researcher began the second 
step in the data analysis process.  The second step of the process consisted of breaking 
each of the larger three categories into “subcategories.” Subcategories were determined 
by rereading through each category and searching for similar concepts, stories, quotes 
and remarks. If six or more participants expressed similar concepts, a subcategory was 
created.  
Lastly, the researcher reviewed each of the subcategories for duplicate thoughts or 
ideas. Once finished the researcher was able to identify the common themes and concepts 
within the three general categories; (a) factors of success, (b) support services, (c) sense 
of belonging.  
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Researcher’s Profile 
 
The researcher, Tanika Byrd, was born in San Francisco, California.  She has one 
younger brother and was raised in a two-parent household. Both of her parents earned 
college degrees from four-year institutions in California, University of Southern 
California and Holy Names College respectively. The researcher’s father earned an MBA 
from Pepperdine University. Her mother recently retired after over 35 years as a K-12 
educator and her father was a self-employed real estate consultant.  
The researcher grew up in several cities in California, finally finishing her high 
school career in Sacramento, California where she now resides.  Athletics has been a 
large part of the researcher’s life from a very young age.  Noticing her unique athletic 
aptitude, her mother enrolled her in gymnastics classes at the age of three.  Excelling in 
the sport, the researcher eventually earned an athletic scholarship to San Jose State 
University.   
At San Jose State University, the researcher competed for four years as a student 
athlete on the collegiate gymnastics team. Upon graduation with a Bachelor of Arts 
degree in Communication Studies, she earned a graduate assistantship in the San Jose 
State University Athletic Department.  During her tenure as a graduate student in the 
Communication Studies department, the researcher worked closely with current student 
athletes coordinating volunteer opportunities, campus outreach events, and advising the 
first-ever Student Athlete Advisory Council.  At the conclusion of the graduate 
assistantship, she was awarded the prestigious title of intern at the National Collegiate 
Athletic Association Headquarters in Indianapolis, IN. As an intern in the NCAA’s 
Ethnic Minority and Women’s Enhancement Program she worked closely with the 
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Branding Broadcasting and Promotions department.  Among other duties the researcher 
was selected to facilitate several regional leadership conferences for Division II and 
Division III student athlete leaders.   
Upon the conclusion of the NCAA internship the researcher moved back to 
California and worked for three years for a well-known sports agent in southern 
California, Leigh Steinberg.  After her stint in professional sports, she moved back to 
northern California to pursue her dreams of working in higher education. Subsequently, 
she accepted an adjunct faculty position and then later a full-time classified position in 
student services at a local California community college.  Currently, the researcher is a 
full-time speech communication faculty member in the Los Rios Community College 
District. Prior to her faculty duties the researcher has worked in admission and records 
and student life in the California community college system.  Even though her teaching 
responsibilities do not directly impact student athletes, she has always had a keen interest 
in athletic related issues for students in higher education based on her personal and 
professional experiences.   
The researcher fully acknowledges her role as researcher and understands her 
career, life experiences, and passion for collegiate athletics is intertwined in the study.  
Her connection to the research topic as an African American woman and former 
collegiate student athlete cannot be one that she ignores, but embraces. The ultimate goal 
for the researcher is to present the data as it actually exists, not as she perceives it to exist, 
but truthfully through the eyes and voice of the participants (Patton, 2002).  She used 
rigorous data collection, data transcription, and theoretical guidance to illuminate the 
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findings and to reduce biases or preconceptions that might influence the interpretation of 
the data.  
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CHAPTER IV: 
RESULTS 
Introduction 
 
Through qualitative research, this study focused on exploring the factors of 
success from the perceptions of former African American community college student 
athletes. Specifically, this study (a) explored the perceptions of successful African 
American community college student athletes and their sense of campus culture (i.e., 
environment/belonging) as it pertains to academic success, and (b) this study explored the 
successful African American community college student athletes’ perspective of support 
services factors that influenced completion of their academic goal. Twenty-six interviews 
were conducted with former community college student athletes who were academically 
successful.  Of the 26 interviews initially conducted, 11 of those interviews were 
conducted with African American men. The 11 in-depth interviews conducted with 
former African American male community college student athletes were used in this 
study to ascertain how and why they, as African American men, were successful in 
navigating the community college system. The theoretical frameworks Vincent Tinto’s 
(1975) research on retention and Astin’s (1984) Theory of Student Involvement were 
used as a lens by which to evaluate and analyze the data gathered from in-depth 
interviews and transcripts of those interviews. 
This chapter begins by providing brief descriptions of each of the 11 participants. 
Participants and the colleges they attended are discussed using a pseudonym the 
researcher chose to offer some level of anonymity. Next, data, both individual and 
aggregated, are utilized to understand the demographic and situational backgrounds of the 
participants in this study.  Lastly, findings from this study are organized by theme.  The 
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researcher disaggregated themes based on the three research questions mentioned in 
chapter 2. The research questions specifically addressed in this research study are  
4.) What factors do African American California community colleges student athletes find 
beneficial for academic success?  
5.) To what extent do successful African American community college student athletes 
perceive the role of student athlete support services as a factor in their academic success?  
6.) To what extent do campus culture and environment coincide with academic success from 
the perspective of successful African American community college student athletes? 
Interview questions mentioned in chapter 3 were used to engage the participants 
in dialogue and aid in their ability to express their views and facilitate self-reflections on 
their academic success at the community college as a student athlete. The three themes 
captured in the interview were (1) perceived factors of success, (2) the role of student 
support services as a factor of success, and (3) the role of campus culture and 
environment in influencing academic success.  
Participant Profiles and Background Information 
 
Eleven men who self-identify as African American or bi-racial, were former 
community college student athletes, and were academically successful at the California 
community college they attended participated in this research study. The participants 
attended a community college to play either basketball or football at a California 
community college in northern or southern California. At the time of the interview, each 
participant had completed one of the self-identified goals; a certificate, associate’s 
degree, or transferred to a 4-year college or university. 
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Ninety-one percent of the participants in this study participated in men’s 
basketball at the California community college level.  Of the 11 participants, 55% self-
reported that they were academically qualified to attend a 4-year institution immediately 
following high school.  Conversely, 45% of the participants were considered “non 
qualifiers” reflecting their inability to meet the academic standards set forth by the 
NCAA to play sports at a Division I institution. A majority of the participants spent two 
years at the community college before earning their Associate’s degree or transferring to 
a four-year institution.  
The culture of intercollegiate athletics at the community college level is such that 
a majority of student athletes want to continue playing the sport that they are passionate 
about at the “next level”. Staying consistent with the athletic culture, 100% of the 
participants in this study reported that transferring was their academic goal when they 
first entered the community college.   Two participants specifically stated that their 
academic goal was to transfer and earn their Associate’s degree.  Athletic sports 
associations, such as the NCAA and NAIA, that govern sports at the 4-year level have 
policies for student athletes that transfer from 2-year colleges.  Depending on the 
student’s status, some student athletes must earn an Associate’s degree before being 
eligible to attend a 4-year institution as a student athlete while other student athletes must 
be able to show they have made a certain amount of progress towards degree completion. 
Due to these policies, a CCC student athlete’s academic goals may ultimately be some 
version of transfer.   
Lastly, all participants in this study completed their academic goal at the 
community college within the last eight years. Eighty-two percent of the former student 
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athletes interviewed finished their academic goal in two years.  One athlete completed 
their goal in one year while the other completed their goal in 3 years.  In an effort to gain 
some insights on cultural capital, participants were asked to state the highest level each 
parent completed. Eighteen percent of students reported that they were first generation 
college students while 82% reported that either their mother or father completed some 
college or higher.   
Overview of Participants 
 
The 11 participants in this study were all former California community college student 
athletes who self-identified as African American or multi-racial and self-identified as 
obtaining one of the following goals; a certificate, associate’s degree, or transferred to a 
4-year college or university. A brief profile of each participant is listed below in random 
order.   
Participant #1: Julian 
 
I always wanted to work hard. I would go to study hall and get tutoring help, do 
whatever I can so that way I could be on track to graduate within those two years 
instead of having to take a summer school, be there for another three years and 
always play catch up, I always would try to be ahead of the game so that way in 
the event that something did happen I'll be prepared to move forward when that 
time comes for me to transfer to that four year (Julian). 
 
Julian was as self-starter when it came to his future as collegiate student athlete.  
Not wanting to attend a two-year institution near his hometown and not having someone 
promoting his interests as a student athlete, Julian took it upon himself to research 
community colleges in which to play basketball.  Julian was not a qualifier immediately 
following high school due to low SAT scores. Julian decided to attend a community 
college in southern California that was approximately two hours from his home to get a 
fresh start academically and bolster his athletic skills in hopes of earning a Division I 
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athletics scholarship.  After two years at the CCC Julian earned his Associate’s degree 
and transferred to a 4-year institution on a basketball scholarship.   
Participant #2: Orion 
Because I wanted to play basketball at a four-year college. That really, you know 
that really inspired me to do more as well in the classroom. I wanted to be, there's 
kind of like a swag to it for me that I see that I loved was being able to be a smart 
kid in class and being able to come on the court and be successful as an athlete as 
well (Orion). 
Orion played basketball at a community college in Northern California close to 
his home. The path to the community college for Orion materialized directly after high 
school. For Orion, he saw his time at the community college as a chance to further 
develop as a basketball player and start over academically.  He clearly recalled a 4-year 
institution choosing another player over him due to his academics being sub-par. After 
two years at the community college, Orion transferred to a 4-year institution in 
California.  
Participant #3: Ron 
For one, they gave me a chance to make up a couple assignments that I had 
missed. And the work that was due I was getting it in on time. I was actually 
taking the time out to do more work like in the study halls in the one hour we had 
and even after practice when I would get home I would do it. Make sure I had it 
done…I would just- I knew it was my sophomore year, and it was the second 
semester. I wanted to transfer. I didn't want to be stuck (Ron). 
 Ron’s path to the community college in California came via another community 
college in Missouri.  Growing up, Ron was a standout “four star” high school basketball 
player in South Carolina. Earning top basketball honors as an All-American, All-
Conference, and All-Region player, Ron did not have the grades to transfer immediately 
to a Division I four-year institution. Therefore, his SAT score holding him back, Ron had 
no other choice but to accept a scholarship to attend a two-year institution in Missouri to 
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continue to develop as a basketball player and student. After his first year in Missouri, 
there was a coaching change and Ron began to look for another community college to 
attend landing him in northern California. Managing the stressor of attending a 
community college in fast-paced California where scholarships are not offered, Ron 
competed for one year for a CCC basketball program before earning an associate’s 
degree and eventually transferring to a four-year institution.    
Participant #4: Britain 
 
I used to literally engage in trying to be a nerd for one time in my life. Not even a 
nerd. I was just like, I wanna be that kid, one time, that's just like, "Man this 
dude's got As and Bs. This dude is just like killing it." I just wanted to be that. I 
wanted my mom and my dad to be super proud. I wanted everybody to just 
completely really kind of know that it wasn't all in vain…(Britain). 
 
 In high school, Britain had all the moves on the basketball court, but was not 
excelling in the classroom. From an early age, Britain was a part of a highly successful 
basketball tradition on the East Coast. Winning several national championships in a youth 
basketball league and having teammates play at the Division I level, Britain’s athletic 
abilities were what big-time Division I coaches were looking for. However, his lack of 
focus in the classroom landed Britain academically ineligible to attend a 4-year institution 
immediately following high school.  After an unsuccessful attempt to get his grades in 
order at a prep school, Britain opted to leave the East Coast for a full scholarship offer at 
a nationally ranked 2-year institution in Missouri.  Amid personal and athletic challenges, 
Britain found himself making a hasty transfer to a CCC in southern California.  After two 
years at the CCC Britain earned his Associate’s degree and transferred to a four-year 
institution on the east coast on a basketball scholarship.  
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Participant #5: Anthony 
Like seriously, it is very individual. It is very individual. I mean I know when I 
got here, I was very competitive and at the same time I was very motivated to do 
well. I wanted to do well because I wanted to do well. And I just knew that if I 
wanted to get to a division one level, this is what I have to do. And everything 
was pretty much based on me and I hate to fail, anything and everything I do 
whether it be academics or athletics. And I was willing to do whatever it took to 
be successful. And that means if I had to take 20 units every semester for my first 
year, then that is what I have to do. Anything I needed to do, I was willing to do 
(Anthony). 
 Basketball was an essential part of Anthony’s life growing up.  As an inner city 
kid, Anthony remembers basketball as being a stable outlet in which he could get lost in 
when things in his life weren’t as stable. Graduating high school with honors in northern 
California, Anthony started his career in intercollegiate athletics as an invited walk on at 
a Division I institution in northern California. After a coaching change decreased options 
for a scholarship at that particular institution, Anthony decided to attend a CCC to hone 
his basketball skills and hopefully transfer to another 4-year institution on a full-athletic 
scholarship.  After completing two years at the community college, Anthony earned his 
Associate’s degree and transferred to a Division II 4-year institution in southern 
California.  
Participant #6: Will 
I wanted to get as high as I could, because the higher the GPA the more 
scholarship money I would get besides athletics. I can get grants, I can get stuff 
like that just off of the GPA. I tried to get as high as I could, just to get over that 
3.0 line. And the first month…(when) I was struggling, I was like "Okay, this is 
not what I can do and this is not going to be a 3.0, it's going to be a two, and I 
want my college to be paid for, so that when I finish, I'm stress free with not 
having to worry about loans or anything. I need to get my act together (Will)." 
 
Academically, Will qualified to attend a 4-year institution immediately following 
high school.  Receiving A’s and B’s in high school Will had a cumulative GPA of 3.5.  
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However athletically, Will did not receive the offers he felt he was capable of receiving. 
He decided to attend a community college within an hour’s drive of his home to hone his 
athletic skills and hopefully earn the athletic scholarship he was looking for. With 
academics on the forefont of his mind while at the community college, Will knew he 
wanted to major in nursing deciding to take sciences classes immediately. Quickly 
realizing the study skills necessary in college are different than in high school, Will 
enlisted in help from his mother and stepfather to develop new study habits that would 
help him earn the grades he knew he was capable of receiving. After two years at the 
community college Will earned an Associate’s degree and transferred to a 4-year college 
in Maine.  
Participant #7: Arinze 
 
Really, my grades have been up and down, up and down and I'm just trying to 
hold firm and keep my grades consistent. Without the grades, (1) You're not going 
to play, (2) If you don't earn your degree what are you doing in college? 
 
Arinze was a student athlete at two community colleges in California. Perceiving 
the campus environment, team environment, and community environment to be 
challenging, Arinze found himself transferring to a different community college closer to 
home after only one semester.  At the new community college Arinze’s grades rebounded 
and basketball was on an upswing, but distractions from being in a more familiar 
environment tested Arinze’s fortitude and drive to complete his athletic and academic 
goals. Understanding the sacrifices that needed to be made to excel in the classroom and 
on the court, Arinze completed his AA degree and transferred to a Division I four-year 
institution and continued to play collegiate athletics.  
 
 
	 60	
Participant #8: Nick 
 
I just pass my classes and I keep a high GPA, because I put myself in a hole when 
I was failing classes at [previous four-year institution], so I had no type of room to 
mess up or get a bad grade at [the community college], so I just took class really 
serious. I wasn't scared until signing day. No, I was scared until the day I left [for 
the next 4-year institution] that they were gonna go like, "Oh, we just checked: 
You failed." Or something would- The numbers wouldn't go right…so I was just 
always cautious and always scared to make sure my academics were up to par. 
 
 Nick is what many in the athletic world call a 4-2-4 transfer. Nick attended a top-
tier Division I institution in Idaho immediately following his high school football career.  
After a year and a half at that 4-year institution, a coaching change rendered Nick no 
longer happy at his current institution. Wanting to continue on a student athlete, Nick 
secured a transfer to different Division I institution; however, at the last minute Nick was 
deemed ineligible to transfer due to failing grades at the university in Idaho.  With the 
local community college football coach in his hometown vowing to find him a better 
opportunity to play football, Nick enrolled in a community college in northern California.  
After just over one year at the community college, Nick earned athletic honors, earned an 
Associate’s degree, and secured a scholarship to a Division I 4-year institution.     
 
Participant #9: Brenden 
 
I don't know. I think it's just ... I don't know. If you're going to be in class, if 
you're going to be in school, you might as well do the best you can or else you're 
wasting your own time. Plus, the better your grades are, the more opportunities 
you're going to have when you transfer to a four-year. Only division 1's give full 
scholarships ... The better grades you have, the more chance you could get 
academic scholarships or more financial aid. It's easier to get into schools and 
stuff like that. 
 
 A California native, Brenden is what many in the athletic world call a 4-2-4 
transfer.  Directly out of high school, Brendan was offered several opportunities to be a 
basketball student athlete at the community college, Division I, Division II, and Division 
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III level.  Brenden ultimately chose to walk on at a Division I, 4-year institution in 
Washington State.  Things did not work out in Washington so Brenden decided to return 
to California in hopes of securing a Division I scholarship after playing at the community 
college level. Playing two years at a community college in northern California about two 
hours away from his hometown, Brenden focused even more on academics and athletics. 
At the end of his tenure at the community college, Brenden earned an associate’s degree 
and transferred to a Division I 4-year institution as a student athlete. 
Participant #10: David 
 
For me in high school, school was easy. I'm a very bright student, but I can also 
say that I'm very lazy too. There's also that, but like I said, to be able to play 
sports, I had to go to school and I had to stay focused. Everything kind of worked 
hand in hand for me. I never really had problems with academics. I think I 
graduated with a 3.5 out of high school. I felt like that part was easy. All you had 
to really do was go to class and be alert which I had no problem with for the most 
part. 
 
 David’s initial plan was to attend a 4-year institution to play basketball 
immediately following high school.  In high school, David’s grades and SAT scores 
qualified him to attend a 4- year institution, but he choose to attend a community college 
near his hometown in order to spend time developing his skills on the basketball court.  
After two years at the community college David, a northern California native, earned an 
Associate’s degree and position on the basketball team at a NAIA Division I school in 
Montana.    
Participant #11: Josh 
Towards the end of my sophomore year, I started to slack off. I got a Division I 
scholarship offer, and then they started going over the requirements I needed to 
get into school, and they were like, "Josh, you're short here, you're short here, and 
you're short here," because I had just been making my own schedule and skating 
by or whatever. When it was crunch time, I ended up doing 24 units in the 
summer…That's where ... It frustrates the hell out of everybody because it's one 
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of those things where I knew I was capable, but I wasn't doing it. I was skirting 
through the year and a half or 2 years, and then in the summertime, "Hey, you 
took the wrong classes. You need to get all of these classes done." I was like, 
"Cool. Summer school. Let's just bang it out." Everybody was like, "Oh my God. 
How did you get it done?" To me it was just like, "Well, yeah. Let's just get it 
done. Let's go. I want to keep playing basketball." Whatever it takes. 
  
 Even though Josh thinks he wouldn’t have gone to college without basketball, he 
had the grades and the SAT scores to attend a 4-year institution immediately following 
high school. A kid that was always tall, Josh played basketball because it seemed like it 
was what he was supposed to do. As he got older his passion for the game also grew so 
by the time he reached the end of high school he wasn’t ready to give up the game 
placing him on the path of playing collegiate athletics. Not liking the offers to play 
intercollegiate athletics he received immediately following high school, Josh opted to 
leave Nevada and play for a community college in northern California. At the CCC Josh 
hoped to earn a Division I scholarship. After two years as a student athlete at the 
community college, Josh transferred and earned a scholarship to a 4-year institution also 
in California.    
Findings: Research Question 1 
 
Factors of academic success 
 
 The researcher asked the participants two questions that specifically pertain to 
understanding the factors that led to their academic success while at the community 
college: 
1. At the community college, what were your academic responsibilities? 
How were these responsibilities communicated to you? 
 
2. In your opinion, what are the most prevalent challenges a community 
college student athlete faces in regards to reaching academic success? 
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After reviewing the interviews, four themes emerged as to the factors that 
contributed to the academic success of participants; 1.) motivation, 2.) time management, 
3.) family support, and 4.) asking for help. As an overarching theme, each participant in 
this study named earning an athletic scholarship and transferring to a Division I 
institution to play intercollegiate athletics was their primary goal when they arrived at the 
community college. Britain sums up the strong motivation for male community college 
student athletes like this:  
The funny thing is if you go and interview 100 football players and basketball 
players right now at a community college locally, 100 on both sports, those two 
main sports mainly, about 95% of them will say they all wanna go D I. Not just a 
four-year school. That they're there to go D I. 95 of those 100 kids will say that 
and that's been the culture because the thing is the kids that end up in community 
college, like I said, they're 9 times out of 10, some type of specimen of an athlete, 
but they didn't have the whole package. They didn't have everything clicking at 
once. (Britain) 
 
Britain seems to have a pulse on the community college athletic scene. All of the 
participants interviewed for this study were at the community college because everything 
(athletics and academics) was not “clicking at once”. For some the academic portion of 
school wasn’t a problem, but they were not where they wanted to be athletically. 
Contrarily, some of the participants interviewed were excellent athletes, but did not have 
the grades in high school or the SAT scores to attend a four-year institution immediately 
following high school. The last variable is that a student athlete chooses to attend a 
community college after coaching changes or athletic struggles at their first institution, 
whether 4-year or 2-year institution.  
 The motivation for each participant to succeed academically was to earn a 
Division I scholarship.  Each participant was clear that the community college was 
merely a stepping stone to larger more long-term goals like participating in intercollegiate 
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athletics at the highest level, earning a scholarship, and earning a degree.  Their 
motivation manifested itself in different ways depending on the participant.  With their 
strong determination to succeed, research participants attributed time management, 
family support, and asking for help as factors in their success.  However, after compiling 
the data the research shows that each participant had a unique motivation tool that kept 
them focused on their goal of transferring from the community college as a student 
athlete. Understanding each participant’s core motivation to do well academically is a 
key insight into the rest of their experiences at the community college. Therefore, a 
profile of each participant and their perceived success factors including motivation, time 
management, family support, and asking for help follows. 
Julian’s perceptions of factors of success 
All my life I always had to prove myself. I would just use that mentality that I got 
from basketball to put it in the books and just to prove myself…I had to basically 
get myself recruited, calling coaches, going to try outs, social media, so don't let 
all that go to waste. You know? (Julian) 
  
 Julian had a strong support system of friends and family always telling him to not 
let his opportunity to go to college and play sports to go to waste.  Strategically choosing 
a community college that was 2 ½ hours away from his hometown, Julian relied on his 
family support system to keep him motivate to make it to the next level. Financially, 
Julian was secure.  His family helped him financially when he needed resources on top of 
the money he received by participating in work study.  He also had a car so he could go 
home to visit his family. 
My grandma definitely played a big part. My mom as well. If I needed any other 
assistance like some money sent to me or just to talk on the phone, just some 
family advice, just to check in, I could contact my brother, my father as well. Me 
and my brother we stayed really really close. I would just communicate to him 
how my college life is going because he was the one that went to college…Family 
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was always there just a phone call away. They would come to games and they 
would definitely come. We would go out to eat and they would just build my 
whole morale up. Just seeing them would give me a little more focus and them 
giving me the type of confidence that I needed to finish out for those two years 
that I was there. (Julian) 
 
 Julian’s motivation to succeed in the classroom and on the court led him to have 
honest conversations with his coaches and counselors about the support he needed in the 
classroom. At one point, Julian particularly struggled academically in Math.  He sought 
out a math tutor to help him pass the class.  
Me personally, I just wanted to stay on track and to graduate so I would reach out. 
I would just be straight out blunt with my coach or the counselors let them know 
like, "You know what I'm struggling in this class. Is there anything that you guys 
can help me out with and to point me in the right direction for someone who can 
help me because my teacher is not available." I wasn't one to sigh and not try to 
ask, just ask. Just ask. If you don't know something just ask. There's no such thing 
as a dumb question. I always have been taught up just ask, you never know. 
Closed mouths don't get fed. If you don't ask you're just always going to 
struggle.(Julian) 
 
Orion’s perceptions of factors of success 
I feel like it's the same thing with any community college student or student 
athlete is being able to be humble in yourself and say, "I need help," and reaching 
out to somebody that you don't know. (Orion) 
 
 During his time at the community college Orion lived with one of his friends’ 
family.  He attributes the support he received from that family as a factor in his academic 
success. Orion states, “If I had to make a list I would probably say it was the people that I 
was surrounded by and that was more of family support and personal friendships that I 
had.” The family he lived with supported his athletic and academic endeavors instilling in 
him to, "Make sure you get your grades and your education because nobody can ever take 
that from you." 
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Ron’s perceptions of factors of success 
I would just- I knew it was my sophomore year, and it was the second semester. I wanted 
to transfer. I didn't want to be stuck. (Ron) 
 
 Ron was a standout basketball player in high school from South Carolina.  
Unfortunately, he did not have the SAT scores to secure a Division I scholarship 
immediately following high school. Instead he attended a 2-year college in Missouri on a 
full athletic scholarship.  After coaching changes led Ron to seek out a different 
opportunity to play sports and finish school, Ron found himself at a community college 
in northern California.  Unlike Missouri, California community colleges do not offer 
athletic scholarships and do not offer campus housing.  With limited family support, Ron 
lost his mother to breast cancer in middle school and his father was not in a position to 
support him, Ron struggled financially in California.   
 Ron mentions several times in his interview that the transition from Missouri to 
California was stressful and full of unexpected surprises, most notably financial 
challenges. Securing housing, food, and transportation were all daily challenges for Ron 
when he arrived at the California community college. For the first-time Ron was paying 
bills like an adult, “I was just missing class at times, wasn't doing the work on time 
because I had so much other stuff, like, I didn't have bills before I came there [California 
community college] so it wasn't that bad. Bills? Oh, my Lord!”  He states that his 
financial burdens were a catalyst in his academic challenges at the California community 
college, he states that academics would have been much easier in Missouri because he 
wouldn’t have had to deal with all of the financial challenges an out-of-state student had 
to deal with. “If I would have- if something was different financially in California, it 
[academics] would have been a breeze too.” 
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Ron did have a difficult time retaining information for tests, but never received 
help for his challenges.  Instead, he clung to the fact that he was receiving multiple offers 
to play at a 4-year institution on scholarship the following year. He only needed to make 
it through one year of hardship before he could go back to a situation where an athletic 
scholarship would help remove much of his financial burden.       
Britain’s perceptions of factors of success 
It's crazy. When you hold yourself accountable it's a game changer. (Britain) 
 
 Under duress Britain transferred to the California community college from a 
community college in Missouri.  Like other participants, Britain’s search for a new 
community college commenced when he found himself at odds with the coaching staff at 
the Missouri community college.  Following a very hasty exit from Missouri, Britain was 
invited by a relatively new head coach to go to California and be the star point guard on 
the community college basketball team.  The new start in California was exactly what he 
needed to focus on becoming the best he could be academically and athletically. 
 Britain attributed his success at the community college in California to the second 
chance his California community college coach gave him and his complete change of 
attitude about what it means to be successful on and off the basketball court. 
Anthony’s perceptions of factors of success 
I was very competitive but at the same time I was very motivated to do well. I 
wanted to do well because I wanted to do well and I just knew that if I wanted to 
get to a division one level this is what I have to do and everything was pretty 
much based on me and I hate to fail in anything and everything I do. Whether it 
be academic or athletic and I was willing to do whatever it took to be successful if 
that means I have to take twenty units every semester for my first year then that is 
what I had to do. Anything I needed to do I was willing to do. (Anthony) 
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 Anthony was considered a 4-2-4 transfer from San Jose State University. The 
road to the community college for Anthony also included a coaching change and the 
desire to have limited educational debt. Anthony chose to attend a community college in 
a city where he did not have family support.  
Just being away from my family, I couldn't just see my brother or whatever or see 
my uncles or my cousins and ask them for ... it wasn't as readily as accessible you 
for anything I needed help with on a personal level. You have some stints of home 
sickness but you just grow up, you grow up and you become better, you evolve, 
you improve as a person, as an individual and you just learn to deal with whatever 
you need to deal with and me being a male, you have to learn to be a man and that 
was just something that you're forced to do if you want to be successful at that 
level and it helped me dramatically. (Anthony) 
 
 Academically, Anthony look basic skills English courses to bring his academic 
skills to college level.  Therefore, one of his most significant academic challenges was his 
need to take 20units his first semester at the community college.  Student athletes are 
only required to take 12 units a semester to remain eligible to play intercollegiate 
athletics.   The high number of units was necessary for Anthony to move through the 
course work on time and meet the NCAA and CCCAA policies for transfer to a Division 
I institution.  Anthony acknowledged that time management was one of the skills he 
needed to master in order to be successful at the community college. 
 
How do I get all three of these things like there's not enough hours, there is 
literally not enough hours in the day? There's only twenty-four hours in the day 
and it feels like there is literally not enough time so academically that was one of 
my challenges. (Anthony) 
 
 With the deck staked against him because of his need to take basic skills classes 
and with the clock steadily ticking, Anthony asked for assistance in his academic 
endeavors to ensure that he was successful. 
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I had everything that you needed to make you want to go ahead and actually take 
time to ask the question that you need help and actually go and be willing to go 
forth and find the answer to things or find that specific help that you need. 
(Anthony) 
 
Will’s perceptions of factors of success 
I wasn't given a full ride scholarship. Academics did take off a little bit but, but I'd still 
have to pay a big chunk. I was like "Okay, I'm not going to be able to do that."(Will) 
 
 Academics always played a significant role in Will’s life.  As mentioned earlier, 
Will was an academic qualifier immediately following high school and he aspired to 
attend a “big-time” 4-year institution, but his basketball was not up to par and he did not 
want to accrue educational debt. He decided to stay local and attend a community college 
within an hour’s drive from his hometown.  Will felt the community college he chose to 
attend was his best option in the area of earning an academic and basketball scholarship.  
 Will lived at home while attending the community college. He only worked 
during the summer while his parents supported him financially during the academic year. 
Will had close relationship with his parents and they are a factor in his academic success. 
That only person would be my mom and my stepdad. They always pushed me. 
Enough freedom, they told me "We're not going to be on your head, asking, when 
is your homework due." Just by saying "Your grades better be good." Each 
semester I'd show them my grades and be like, see where I'm at, and just make 
sure I'm on the right tract and they're always there to support me, with if I ever 
need help with anything. Especially for the Science classes, because my stepdad 
is, he's a whizz at Science. I got Chemistry and Biology and all that. He knows it 
in and out. He helps a lot whenever I got stuck with something, or didn't get 
certain concepts.(Will) 
 
 Will’s most significant academic challenge was learning how to study for college.  
The study habits he learned in high school were not the type of learning he was doing at 
the college.  After the first semester of earning grades lower than his potential, Will asked 
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for help from his mother and stepfather in regards to study skills, especially for science 
classes. 
Once I realized, "Hey, don't be afraid to ask for help." I can ask my mom for help. 
I never had trouble doing that, just because it's my mom but you need to have that 
same trust for people who are trying to help you. I guess that's what teachers are 
there for. That's what professors, and counselors and all that are there for, even 
class mates.(Will) 
 
 When asked in a follow up question, why some of his peers are not academically 
successful at the community college as student athletes, Will replied, 
specially for college student athletes, learning how to study and time management 
because you are a student athlete, you don't have a ton of time because you have 
that sport alongside education. If you know how to make your time time 
management productive, it's going to help a whole lot. (Will) 
 
Arinze’s perceptions of factors of success 
I had forces within myself and my coaches and my family wants me to do well 
with my grades. With all the things being said, that's what kind of motivates me. I 
just don't want to fail as a person really so I always find ways to motivate myself. 
(Arinze) 
 
 Arinze was not an academic qualifier immediately following high school.  In high 
school Arinze was a two-sport athlete, football and basketball, until he was injured.  He 
decided to dedicate his time to one sport, basketball, after his injury.  Not qualifying to 
attend a Division I institution after high school, Arinze decided that the community 
college was his best option for rebounding from his high school injury and ultimately 
earning a Division I scholarship.  
 The first community college Arinze attended was not a fit for him.  He 
immediately transferred to a second California community college that he felt was more 
conducive to his social, athletic, and academic needs. Even though the fit was better and 
he could live at home, the new community college, came with increased distractions. 
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Arinze knew he needed to find a way to stay focused to achieve his dreams of earning a 
scholarship to a Division I basketball program.  His family played a significant role in 
keeping him on track. 
My family is really strict in terms of academics. They don't really tolerate much 
when it comes to doing bad and when they were aware that I was doing bad at 
East LA, they made a conscious effort to get after me about that. You need to be 
seeing a tutor. You need to be studying. You don't need to be going out as much 
and they kept drilling me about that and making sure ... Even my mom would help 
me with my homework sometimes or act as a tutor for me.(Arinze) 
 
Reflecting on his time at the community college Arinze suggests that the reason 
why more student athletes do not transfer from the community college is because their 
lack of time management skills, “I'll say the main thing on why guys don't transfer over is 
simple as time management.”(Arinze) 
Nick’s perceptions of factors of success 
 
My parents are always there for me. Financially, a place to stay. As long as I did 
my part, they would help me, but they did say if I didn’t get picked up [for a 
scholarship], I’d have to get a job instantly, so that scared the hell out of me. 
That’s why I practiced so hard and tried to get out.(Nick) 
 
Nick was football student athlete and qualifier immediately following high 
school. He attended a Division I institution in Idaho to play football.  Due to coaching 
changes Nick decided to leave Idaho for another 4-year institution in California.  
However, Nick’s grades slumped in Idaho and he was deemed ineligible to transfer to the 
second 4-year institution causing Nick to attend a community college in his hometown 
before hopefully transferring back to a 4-year institution. Nick did not want to be at the 
community college and had a hard time buying into the athletic program and college at 
first.   
Receiving financial support from his parents, Nick lived at home during his time 
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at the community college and did not have a continuous job. With transportation, housing 
and other incidentals covered by his family, Nick was able to focus solely on his 
academic and athletics. He was determined to leave the community college for a top-tier 
Division I institution as soon as possible. 
Brenden’s perceptions of factors of success 
I think my responsibility for myself was just to do as best as I can to get the best 
grades possible. I think that was my mentality at whatever level, whether it's four 
-year or junior college. That was my mentality… If you're going to be in class, if 
you're going to be in school, you might as well do the best you can or else you're 
wasting your own time. Plus, the better your grades are, the more opportunities 
you're going to have when you transfer to a four-year. Only division 1's give full 
scholarships. The better grades you have, the more chance you could get 
academic scholarships or more financial aid. It's easier to get into schools and 
stuff like that. Yeah, I just wanted to hurry up and transfer. I didn't want to be at a 
junior college. I wanted to do as much as I can to get out of there as quick as I 
can. (Brenden) 
 
 Brenden began his higher education and intercollegiate athletic journey at a 4-
year institution in Washington State. It didn’t work out for him there so he decided to 
transfer to a community college closer to home in northern California. With his goal to 
transfer back to a Division I institution, Brenden was focused on achieving in the 
classroom and on the court to maximize his transfer options.  
 Brenden attend a community college approximately 2 hours away from his 
hometown. His parents were financially supportive paying for housing and tuition. With 
housing, tuition, and transportation taken care of, Brenden was able to focus on the next 
steps.  Brenden didn't report any academic challenges, but he did note that his toughest 
athletic challenge was rebounding from injury.  Brenden relied on his parents and brother 
for support when things where most challenging.  The support he received from his older 
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brother was especially timely as he had been a community college basketball student 
athlete. 
My older brother, he's a few years older, actually went to junior college too. He 
went to college in Marin and played basketball there so I kind of had, it wasn't 
completely foreign what I needed to do. I kind of had him for, not advice, but he 
went through it so I kind of knew what to expect and what classes I needed to take 
and stuff like that. (Brenden) 
 
David’s perceptions of factors of success 
 
I never really got in trouble for not going to classes because I always went. It's 
something like I'm paying my money for it, so it doesn't make no sense not to go 
because the only person losing out is me. (David) 
 
 David’s grades and SAT scores qualified him to attend a Division I institution 
immediately following high school. Instead, David chose to stay close to home and attend 
a community college in his hometown to hone his basketball skills. David academics 
came easy to him in high school. He did acknowledge that his is lazy, but he never had 
challenges getting it done in the classroom. At the community college he was focused to 
take care of his academics as well as his athletics. 
 David lived at home with his parents who supported him fully financially. 
Financial support was not the only support his family offered. 
I can say a lot of that I can catch from my mother. She's very time management 
orientated I can say. She likes to make sure everything is planned out really well 
so she can get it done. She likes to strategically plan. I can attest that she installed 
that in me just to make sure I got done. She's a hard worker so she's always in my 
ear about what I needed to do on time and make sure I made time to do it and 
stuff like that. I can say she was very helpful on that hand. (David) 
 
  He attributes his experiences at the community college as factors in his success. 
I can say that going to community college really helped me with that, just 
managing my time and managing the things that I need to do and strategically 
planning out what I need to do before basketball stuff came around. (David) 
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Josh’s perceptions of factors of success  
A lot of time, a lot of people at that age, at the community college, at the first sign 
of turmoil or first sign of struggle, nope, that's it, whatever. They quit. It's finding 
that motivation to persevere and not accept no for an answer, and to just get it 
done by any means necessary really. It just depends on how much you really want 
it. (Josh) 
 
 Academically Josh was qualified to attend a Division I institution to play 
basketball.  However, he did not receive the scholarship offers he felt he deserved. 
Therefore, the native of Nevada decided to attend a community college in northern 
California to bolster his athletic skills and transfer to a Division I institution on a 
scholarship.  Josh did not have a job while at the community college and was supported 
financially by his mom.  The biggest academic challenge Josh faced was taking 21units 
in the summer before he transferred to a 4-year institution. Leading up to that summer, 
Josh had not taken the classes the athletic academic counselor planned for him for the 
past 2 years. Instead he created his own schedule. When it was time to transfer he was 
missing classes and would not be allowed to attend the 4-year institution and play sports 
if he didn’t complete the 21 units that summer. Josh relied on the athletic academic 
advisors to tell him with classes he needed to take to fulfill the transfer requirement, 
which he did. When asked about what motivated him to complete his academic journey at 
the community college he stated, “…you have to find it within yourself.” (Josh) 
Advice for incoming student athletes 
 
Towards the end of the interviews, the researcher asked each participant about 
advice they would give incoming community college student athletes who are focused on 
becoming/staying academically successful.  The question was asked to further explore 
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factors the participants associated with academic success. The specific question is as 
follows: 
1.  If you could give incoming community college student athletes some 
advice about becoming/staying academically successful, what would it be? 
 
The overarching advice that the participants would give incoming community 
college student athletes is to make a conscious personal commitment to their academic 
goal and to take advantage of the resources provided to students and specifically student 
athletes at the college. The commitment advised by the participants includes sacrifice, 
attention to time management, and choosing to do the “right” thing daily. Britain 
currently mentors student athletes and gives advice to them about achieving their 
academic and athletic goals at the community college.  He counsels them that in order to 
be successful they need to make a life and attitude change.  They must commit to making, 
“a habit of doing things that people that are unsuccessful hate doing.” (Britain) 
Anthony’s response is a good representation of the advice many of the 
participants shared as far as making a commitment to their goals and taking advantage of 
the resources afforded to you: 
Specifically, the first thing I would have to definitely say is you have to make a 
very personal decision about where you are and what you want to do. Everybody 
is at Community College for a specific reason and whatever that reason, they are 
deficient in some area, maybe in multiple areas and you have to be honest with 
yourself and actually figure out what it is and then identify the problem that you 
actually are having and be able to sacrifice. The only other thing I would say in 
order to succeed is specifically academically and I can pretty much guarantee that 
any incoming Community College athletes ... whatever Community College you 
go to they will have an answer for any problem that you have. It is whether or not 
you actually want to make that conscious decision every single day to do 
whatever it takes to get to that goal that you want to get to. (Anthony) 
 
 The responses from participants for this question were things that they did, things 
they wish they did more of, or things they didn’t do, but know if they did it would have 
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made their journey easier. Julian specifically gives the advice to ask questions no matter 
how others might perceive you: 
The advice that I would give them is don't be afraid to ask questions. A lot of 
people don't want to step up and ask the questions because they feel that they may 
something stupid or dumb and people may laugh at them. If you just ask a 
question or just say, "Hey you know what? I don't understand this. Can you help 
me out?" It's going to help you out. Man, you're just trying to broaden yourself 
and broaden your knowledge. (Julian) 
 
He continues to explain that often times student athletes don’t want to be seen as a “geek” 
or “nerd”, but they must overcome those notions.  They must make the sacrifice to sit in 
the front of the class and make the commitment to be a student and an athlete no matter 
how unpopular it may seem to their peers. 
 Josh’s response to the questions is a good representation of the urgency many 
student athletes feel in regards to their academics at the community college.  His advice  
mirrors the need for student athletes to take advantage of the resources afforded to them 
and also to be mindful of the limited time they have to succeed. 
Get it done. Don't shortchange yourself when you have such an advantage. You 
have every advantage. You're starting the race 400 meters ahead of everybody 
else. Go hard to the finish line. Don't jog, don't walk and hope you finish. Sprint 
hard to the finish line and don't look back. (Josh) 
 
Findings: Research Question 2 
 
Student athlete support services 
  
They gave you anything that you wanted and that was a very very big thing for me as far 
as my success at community college academically. They provide you with tutors if you 
needed, pretty much anything. It was really really a valuable resource, not only for me 
but for any student athlete. (Anthony) 
  
During the interview, the researcher asked specific questions and follow up 
questions regarding the role of campus sponsored student athlete support services. The 
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researcher sought to explore what campus sponsored academic support services the 
participants used during their tenure at the community college. The researcher also hoped 
to understand if the participants perceived that their use of those services and/or resources 
were contributing factor(s) in their academic success as community college student 
athlete. The three questions specifically geared toward exploring the types of support 
services the participants used in relation to their academic success were: 
1. From your perspective, why were you academically successful at the 
community college?  Do you attribute your success to a person, group of 
people, and/or a program? 
 
2. Did your community college have a student athlete resource center? 
If so, how was the center used by student athletes and coaches? 
 
3. Did you face athletic or academic challenges at the community 
college? If so, when you were having challenges (academic/personal) was 
there someone at the college or a program that you used to assist you? 
 
After close review of the data two themes emerged regarding college sponsored 
student athlete support services.  First, every participant except one noted the support 
they received from the athletic academic counselor. The second student athlete support 
service mentioned was he student athlete resource center. The center was a physical place 
on campus that catered specifically to student athletes. A few of the common 
characteristics of the center were that it had several computers, printers, access to tutoring 
services, and a place to study.   
The first question, sought to understand which person, group of people and/or a 
program did the participants specifically attributing to their academic success. Nine 
participants of the 11 participants interviewed specifically mentioned the support of 
academic counselors specifically assigned to work with student athletes as a service they 
used to support their academic success at the community college.  Academic counselors 
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assigned to advise student athletes specifically must be well versed in not only the 
policies of transferring to a 4-year institution, they must also be adept at understanding 
the policies set in place by the NCAA and the CCCAA regarding students who want to 
transfer and play intercollegiate athletics.  Both associations, respectively, govern the 
flow of student athletes to and from the community college and the 4-year institution. 
The specific qualifications a community college student athletic must fulfill if they want 
to transfer to a 4-year institution and continue to play intercollegiate athletics is closely 
tied to the students’ previous academic history.  Athletic academic counselors are 
educated in this often confusing academic dance between colleges, but student athletes 
are aware that there is a process, Anthony states, “…academically your past accolades 
determine what classes you have to take at a Community College level [it] directly 
correlates to how you got to that Community College.” He goes on to give a personal 
example of the process: 
So for me that means I have to graduate from CRC with an associates and from 
there that means I have to figure out what I want to major in when I get 
transferred and when I do transfer to whatever school I have to transfer ... if it was 
division one division two, division three so on and so forth, I have to make sure 
that all of my credits all of my units transferred or that were transferrable, which 
is a huge thing especially for the Community College athlete because if your units 
don't particularly transfer to a specific school, you can't play for that school. So if 
you want to go to an Ivy League school or UC Berkeley, if you end up getting 
recruited by them or Stanford, if your classes that you have taken, be one year or 
two years or at the time that you had at Community College, if those classes are 
not accepted by that University, you're pretty much ... you can't win, you can't 
transfer there. 
 
    When referring to the oftentimes-confusing process of transferring to a 4-year 
institution as a community college student athlete, Anthony describes the process as: 
Very very very very intricate, you pretty much have to predetermine or pretty 
much have to plan for the future and know exactly what you want to do right? 
And like that's different for each athlete even on one specific team and that's one 
	 79	
thing I love about CRC particularly because the person that was responsible for 
getting all that together for us as athletes, her name was ... we all called her Miss 
Allah-mi and she was our academic advisor and could have been counselor as 
well at CRC and she's great like I'm talking about probably one of the               
best ... (Anthony) 
 
Even if a student athlete does the research and has an understanding of the 
transfer process, more often that not student athletes rely heavily on the expertise of 
athletic academic counselors to steer them on the right path to achieve their academic and 
athletic goals.  
Honestly, with AR, see, we have some really good counselors and they made sure 
my academics were right. In a way, they made sure all my classes were setup 
perfectly, so I could transition to that D-1 again and there would be no problem, 
so it, you know, NCAA. I would say that helped a lot. They put me in the right 
classes. As soon as I got there at AR, like, I want to say February or whatever, 
they setup all my academics. (Nick Terry) 
 
 As mentioned earlier, Nick Terry was a “4-2-4” transfer. Nick started his higher 
education journey at a Division I 4-year institution and then he transferred to the 
community college with the hopes of transferring back to another 4-year institution. This 
specific academic journey from the 4-year to the community college and back again is 
highly regulated by the NCAA.  For a successful transfer, Nick needed to align in 
transcripts from his first institution, with those at the community college, and the 
requirements of the next 4-year institution he wanted to attend. With so many pieces of 
his puzzle needing to be correct, he needed specialized assistance in making sure he was 
on track to meet his academic goals in the designated amount of time laid out by the 
NCAA. As mentioned earlier, one of the rules that the NCAA requires is that student 
athletes who attended at 4-year institution before attending a community college must 
earn a AA degree before they transfer back to a 4-year institution.   Nick was successful 
in transferring back to a top-tier Division I institution 4-year institution and attributes his 
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success in transferring to the academic support staff assigned to the student athletes at his 
community college.  
They kept going over my schedule. Like, we'd constantly go over what I had in 
Boise, what I had in high school, and then my other community college is online, 
and we'd just calculate from there. They were a big reason, they were the reason, 
academically, that I got into UCLA. (Nick Terry) 
 
 Orion recalls the accessibility of the athletic academic counselor at his community 
college: 
 
Yes. It was cool. It was going to her office and speaking with her. She was really 
nice. We used to see her around campus all the time. She used to be within the 
girls basketball practice. She played basketball in college. I forgot actually what 
college she went to. She was always around. We were like, "Hey, Allah-mi." He 
would have us meet with her and make sure we were checking in about our 
grades. Seeing that we're transferring to the right courses and what not. (Orion) 
 
 On the other hand, Ron had a different experience in regards to the accessibility 
of the athletic academic counselor at his community college in California compared to 
the athletic academic counselor at the first community college he attended in Missouri: 
We had a- at Missouri state we had a lady, her name was Mrs. Driscol, she pretty 
much- she was, she was everything to student athletes. She told us everything. 
She broke it all the way down for how many credits we would need to go D1, how 
many credits you need to go D2, what your GPA had to be, she told us 
everything. As far as in Sacramento, we had a lady, her name was- I forget her 
name, but she pretty much did the same thing too, but it's a difference because she 
had like- in Sacramento it was way more people than it was in Missouri. So in 
Missouri you can get Mrs. Driscol at any time, but the lady in Sacramento, it was 
tough to get her because she has too many people. (Ron) 
 
 Josh had an unique relationship with the athletic academic counselors on his 
campus.   
We had tutors and we had academic advisors, and everybody was always there, 
but they would keep on track. Yes, that structure helped me, but I say yes and no 
because it only helped me when I was like, "Okay, let's do it." (Josh) 
 
During the interview Josh mentioned that he was not as focused as he could be 
while at the community college.  His priorities were more in the realm of hanging out 
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with his friends and he did just enough academically to get by. Towards the end of his 
tenure at the community college while he was preparing to transfer to a 4-year college to 
play sports, Josh realized that he would not be able to transfer because he had not taken 
the proper classes. 
Towards the end of my sophomore year, I started to slack off. I got a Division I 
scholarship offer, and then they started going over the requirements I needed to 
get into school, and they were like, "Josh, you're short here, you're short here, and 
you're short here," because I had just been making my own schedule and skating 
by or whatever. When it was crunch time, I ended up doing 24 units in the 
summer. 
 
The researcher asked Josh how was it possible that no one caught the mistake earlier; 
Josh replied:  
I had the, what do you call it, my login and stuff. They [athletic academic 
counselors] sat me down, and they wrote out the schedule... They were great. It 
wasn't them. It was me, 110% all me. They wrote down exactly what I needed to 
do, and I had the paper. They just were, "All right. Here's your login," and 
whatever. As a student athlete, you get priority registration, so there's never an 
issue to get classes. They'd give me the paper I needed, and then I would go sign 
up for the classes that I wanted. 
 
Because I was picking my own schedule and not running it ... It was bad. It's 
weird talking about it now because I know how irresponsible it was. I was 
[inaudible 00:12:41] get by my academic advisors. I knew Coach was busy with 
everything else. If I told him I was good, he was like, "Okay, you're good. I have 
a million other things I have to do." Yeah, I just flew under the radar to just stay 
academically eligible. Then, they were like, "You've been taking a bunch of 
electives. You need core classes. What are you doing?" 
 
 In contrast to Josh and his experience of not heeding the guidance of the athletic 
academic counselors, Julian, David, Brenden, Arinze, and Anthony all had positive 
experiences with the designated athletic academic counselor at their community college.  
Oh. There was a specific athletic counselor that we'd go to for athletes. Yeah, 
there was a special office for people that were on athletic teams to where they can 
go to and they can reach out to them just to see where their progress was and to 
see if they're on track to move them forward to a four-year school. That was 
someone that I would try and meet with when I could just to make sure I was 
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taking all the right courses and then staying on track with eligibility so I can be 
able to play basketball. (Julian) 
 
Yes. We had an athlete counselor. She helped us sit down and create a student ed 
plan for what we were trying to accomplish. In that student ed plan, it basically 
told you what classes you needed to take to acquire this degree, what classes. She 
helped you with what classes fill in that area, what classes you could take to 
accomplish, "I need a class for science that we have for a unit." I had to require 
doing that. She was very helpful. (David) 
 
but the athletes have their own separate counselor and she just worked with us, 
making sure we got in all the right classes and took what we needed to get our 
AA, make sure we were on track for everything…It was pretty helpful…we're 
lucky because we had the academic counselor who was on top of us on making 
sure we got the right classes and did the right IGETC classes you need to transfer 
to DI and make sure you do all of that. Whereas other schools, they don't have 
someone telling the students to do that. They take all these classes and they're not 
the right classes that they need to transfer. (Brenden) 
 
Well the counselor just really managed the students, athletes. If your goal was to 
transfer out of your junior college, they would keep up to date with you and your 
courses. For example, if I didn't pass the class, they'd be like, oh well, this 
semester, you're going to have to retake this class in order to transfer. You're 
going to have to maintain a 2.5 or above to transfer out because the NCAA has 
certain rules and regulations. For the student athletes, they were always on you 
about certain classes and your GPA to make sure that you would be eligible to 
transfer out. (Arinze) 
 
Through analyzing the responses, the participants seemed to agree that the athletic 
academic counselor was a crucial part of the process of reaching their academic goals. 
Whether the student saw the counselor one a week or only when mandated by the coach, 
each athlete that mentioned the services of the athletic academic counselor seemed to 
hold the support service in high regard. 
Student athlete resource center 
 
Relying on prior knowledge from practice interviews and prior knowledge of 
intercollegiate athletic programs at 4-year institutions and community colleges, the 
researcher specifically asked the participants if there was a location on campus where 
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they could utilize services and/or resources specifically set aside for student athletes.  For 
ease of conversation, the researcher coined the location the ‘student athlete resource 
center.’  Seven of the 11 participants stated that there was a designated location on their 
community college campus where student athletes could utilize services and/or resources. 
Six of the 11 participants referred to the student athlete resource center as a space called, 
study hall.  The majority of participants had positive remarks about the ‘student athlete 
resource center’ and/or study hall space at their community college.  
Descriptions of the centers revealed that the center often contained computers, 
printers, tutors, books, and often times athletic staff person was “on call” to help student 
athletes in that location.  
There's eight to ten computers and then four or five pretty big tables where you 
can sit down and read and do your studies. They had three or four professors in 
there at a time, helping people out. You can still do tutoring sessions each week, if 
you have troubles with a certain course, anything like that. If you were starting to 
fall on your grades, our coach just automatically make you go to the tutoring 
sessions each week, where there's two three times a week. All the athletes were in 
there so we're all going to the same grind. Get your education and playing sports 
at the same time. People had different classes, or the same classes and they can 
study with each other. There was a good vibe in there though. 
 
Josh described the center as an office, 
 
We had an office. They had their offices or whatever, and if you needed academic 
help, you did go in there and get one-on-one guidance, "Hey, should I take this 
class or this class?" or "Can you help me study with this?" "Sure, we can set you 
up with a tutor." Then, "Hey, I need to type a paper." "Oh, sure, blah, blah, blah." 
There were computers, printers, everything you needed was there. (Josh) 
 
Additionally, the student athlete center for many of the students seemed to be 
located relatively close to the practice facilities or coaches’ office making the location of 
the space easy to locate and access, Nick states, “Yeah, the locker room was down the 
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hall, and then you just walk straight and it's right there. Our coach's office is right across 
from Dusty Baker, so everything is all in the area.” 
On CRC there's a big athletic building, that's like where we play. Our gym is 
there. It's like a giant building, because they have classes…Inside that building 
there's a good size classroom or conference room sized place they made the 
athletic center. It was like right next to the gym. We can be in there and then, you 
take a few steps and open a door and then the gym is right there.(Will) 
 
When asked how often the student athlete resource center was used, answers 
varied.  Nick used the center often stating, “It's right next to our locker room. Anytime I 
had homework due, I'd go in there, print it out. It was way more than once a week, yeah.” 
Will had a similar experience with the center as far as use, 
 
I was in there every day, just because I had a hour or two between some of my 
classes, so I just go in there and if I had some Math homework to do I get it done, 
or quizzes stuff like that or if I just wanted to get some studying before I go to a 
class I can go in there. (Will) 
 
However, the student athlete resource center was not utilized by all of the 
participants in the same manner nor did it have the same benefits. Brenden was not 
mandated to use the center due to his performance in the classroom; therefore, it seemed 
the center was less of a factor in his success highlighted by his statement, “Honestly, I 
don't think I ever went in there once.” (Brenden) 
It was actually right next to the gym, next to the equipment room was a computer 
lab. It was really nice. I think it was seven to eight computers, then they had 
tables in the room or whatever and they had tutors at the time if you needed help, 
they were there to help you with whatever the subject is whether it be math or 
English, help with papers and give you feedback of what you could do better or if 
you did a solid job on your work or not. (David) 
 
With all the positive factors David mentioned about the student athlete resource center, 
he also acknowledged that time spent in the resource center wasn’t always productive. 
The student athlete resource center seemed to be used in a variety of different ways by 
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the athletes and the coaches. The two themes that were expressed in the interviews were 
the center was used as a place where students voluntarily sought services or used 
resources. And on the contrary that same center could turn into a space where student 
athletes were mandated to attend for a set amount of time, or the entire team participated 
in a “study hall” session in that same center. Anthony remarks about the dual use of the 
student athlete resource center,  
“They had study halls there and you pretty much had all the latest and greatest as 
far as computer software, the computers… only athletes could use it… you could 
be there anywhere from seven in the morning to however long at night… they had 
somebody specifically staffed working there to be able to be flexible for the 
athlete…” 
 
More specifically, David comments on the use of the space as mandatory study hall, 
No. Well, some days. I say some days for that fact that if I had all my work done 
and I didn't have any work to do, I still had to go in there and clock my hours. At 
the end of the week, I needed the amount of hours to fulfill the requirement. I still 
had to go in there. I think that was the only time that I feel like it was a waste of 
time. I feel like it was very beneficial for the time that I did actually have a lot of 
work to do, it was very helpful. (David) 
 
Ron compared the student athlete resource center at the community college in 
Missouri to the student athlete resource center in California. He starts by explaining the 
system at the community college in Missouri where he first attended on an athletic 
scholarship, 
[At] Missouri State you had to be in there right at 7, 7 p.m. right after workouts, 
after your meal, after this, but you don't need the team. It's like three coaches in 
there, tutors in there, and like no matter what you couldn't leave until 10 p.m. 
 
Ron perceived the vibe to be very different in California in regards to study hall. 
Ron mentions that in Missouri, attendance at the student athlete resource center was 
nightly and very strict, student athletes were always expected without exception. He 
seemed to like the strictness of the Missouri study hall-type of arrangement as a way to 
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ensure that he had time to get his work done.  In Sacramento, he mentions that the rules 
were not as strict. He is not sure there is a student athlete resource center in California, 
but he is sure that there was a space for tutoring at the college and that same space was 
used for study hall. However, the commitment wasn’t to the magnitude of Missouri, 
When I came to Sacramento- I don't know if they have a center for them [student 
athletes]. They did our study hall with just the team and us and the assistant 
coaches. They just sat in there with us, and if you did work, you did work. If you 
didn't, you didn't. (Ron) 
 
Josh did not find the study hall sessions valuable.  
 
Yeah, no. Not really a story, we just didn't get much studying done. It was just a 
lot of guys cracking jokes on each other and putting an assistant coach through 
hell, and then whipping it together when you see coach walk in. As soon as she 
walks out, we're back to cutting up and acting a fool.(Josh) 
 
Arinze echoed Josh’s sentiments. 
 
Okay. Yeah. At both colleges I had study hall and that's usually where we were 
supposed to get our work done but oftentimes, in study hall, I felt like I was 
distracted because I had teammates around most of the time and they weren't 
really doing their work as well. Being in a study hall, it meant well but it was kind 
of like a distraction. If you can tune out your teammates, you should be able to get 
work done but really everybody's talking or goofing off. In other words, study hall 
isn't going to be the only time where your doing your work. You got to make 
extra time for that. 
  
Whereas David found the sessions to be beneficial. 
 
We had to go to a study hall. Everyday after our classes before practice, we had a 
study hall for two hours. You had to sign in to the computer lab and you had to sit 
there. You had to do your work. That was ... I actually comment Coach Geo and 
the coaching staff for that. That was very helpful making sure that we actually had 
time to sit down and get some of that work done so we could take a little bit of 
that load off so you wouldn't have an extreme amount, a lot of homework when 
you got home after practice or after work or whatever outside things you had 
going on after basketball. (David) 
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Two participants specifically remarked on a particular vibe in the student athlete 
resource center. For Orion and Julian, the center turned into a place to go for academic 
help and social interaction with their fellow student athletes,  
Usually when I'd be in there I'd get on the computer. I would type up papers. I 
would always have people read my papers before I turned them in. That was a big 
help for me. It was cool seeing the other students in there and getting to know all 
the other student athletes as well would be in that little study hall room…I mean, 
to be honest with you, it was kind of, it turned into a place to be as long as you 
were getting your work done. It kind of turned into a little spot for student athletes 
to be able to go in there. I don't want to say there was a lot more socializing than 
there was getting work done but it was cool to be in there. It made you feel 
separated from just going to the library with the rest of the school. People that you 
knew, that you were comfortable with. And people were getting their work done 
in there. (Orion) 
 
The vibe? The vibe was always a good vibe. All the players ... It's kind of like a 
bonding moment too as well for us to all to get together not just on the basketball 
court or just road trips. Just we get together in a serious environment. (Julian) 
 
Lastly, the researcher asked if the participants faced challenges, athletic, 
academic, or personal in nature while attending the community college as a student 
athlete. The second half of the question asks if they did face adversity in those areas, 
where did they turn to for help.  The researcher hoped to understand to whom did the 
participants seek out when challenges arose. The researcher sought to understand the 
challenges the participants faced in the three areas, athletics, academics, and personal 
challenges because research shows that the three most important areas of a student 
athletes life are academic, athletics, and personal (Ferrante & Etzel, 1991).   
…when you're a college athlete there's your grades, there's your personal life and 
then there's your athletic life or your athletic career and so there's those three 
things that ... who you basically are as a college athlete but you only really have 
time to do two of them and to really put time in to two of them so which two do 
you really put in to... (Anthony) 
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In answering this question, only two student athletes stated that they used college 
supported services to overcome their challenge.  Arinze sought out a tutor when he was 
struggling in Math,  
I had to sacrifice a lot of time going to the tutors all the time just for Math. Math 
is really the only subject where I struggle in to the point of where I just don't 
understand and I have to get help. I realize that so if I don't go to the tutors, it was 
pretty much a wrap for my grades. (Arinze) 
 
David struggled in Math as well and sought out a tutor to help him pass the class.  
I had to use them for math because I didn't ... At one point in my life I was just 
like I really didn't care for math class like that. My answer for it was it just wasn't 
... Where I wanted to go for my academic life, I did not feel that I needed to learn 
the math things that they were teaching me because they were never applied to my 
life. I definitely needed help at times with that, getting help with certain formulas 
and trying to apply them to real life situations to be able to break the equation 
down and create your own math equation. I definitely needed help with that. Most 
of the time I was pretty independent. Like I said, a lot of my classes were pretty 
easy for the most part, or very easy concept at that. (David) 
 
In conclusion, the participants of this study only used two college sponsored 
student support services when they needed assistance at the community college.  Student 
athletes did not report using student support services such as a career center, transfer 
center, learning resource center, tutoring center outside of the student athlete resource 
center, general counseling, or disabled student services programs.  Student athletes in this 
study focused their time solely on services the college specifically created for them to use 
as student athletes.  Therefore, if a challenged arose that was out of the realm of the 
athletic academic counselor or the student athlete support center, the participants used 
personal resources other than traditional student support services to overcome the 
challenges they faced.  
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Findings: Research Question 3 
 
Campus culture and environment 
 
In an effort to understand the level to which the student athletes felt a sense of connection 
and/or sense of belonging at the community college, the researcher specifically asked the 
participants in the interview about their sense of connection/belonging at the community 
college: 
1. Did you feel a sense of connection/belonging at the community college you 
attended as a student athlete? 
 
The themes that emerged from this question can be categorized in three areas, 1.) sense of 
belonging at the community college, 2.) coach connection, and 3.) teammate connection. 
Sense of belonging at the community college 
 
Two sub themes are present in regards to the participants feeling a sense of 
belonging at the community college. First, all participants interviewed had a goal of 
transferring to a Division I institution to play their sport on an athletic scholarship.  Each 
participant was clear that the community college was only a stepping stone to actualizing 
their dream of playing their sport at the Division I level.  The feeling that they were only 
going to be at the college for a short period of time, as long as it takes to earn a 
scholarship to a Division I program, contributed to the sense of belonging at the college.  
There didn’t seem to be an effort by the participants to connect to the campus or integrate 
themselves into the student body. They were only “passing through” and with limited 
time to complete their athletic and academic goals, they needed to move fast.  Arinze 
reflects on his time at the community college by stating, “Everybody pretty much wants 
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to play Division I basketball. That's the goal. I didn't hear too much else ... you know, I'm 
trying to go here. I'm trying to go DI.”  
 Second, each participant expressed the same sentiment about the community 
college environment; the community college is a place for second chances.  
When you go to a Community College like I said it's pretty much a last-ditch 
effort, everybody is at a Community College level because they are flawed in 
some aspect, whether it be athletically they're not athletically sound enough to be 
or good enough to be at division one or a college, a four year college scholarship 
athlete or academically they are just not up to par and a Community College is 
pretty much a last ditch effort in order to right whatever wrong that you have and 
it's individual. (Anthony) 
 
Referring to himself, Orion states, “It was mainly because I wanted to develop and it also 
helps you start over academically too as well. I can boost my GPA up a little bit and see 
where I can go.” Orion mentions that student athletes at the community college want to 
“develop.”  Britain takes that concept one step further when he expresses his perception 
of the metamorphosis that community college student athletes must go through to 
actualize their potential at the community college: 
The talent pools and the skill and the ability usually are neck and neck [between 
the community college and 4-year institutions] so the community college kids 
they come looking for a second chance or looking for an opportunity, but they 
have to be willing to go through the metamorphosis. (Britain) 
 
The metamorphosis Britain mentions is echoed in Josh’s comments that, “I learned more 
about life and myself, than I did about basketball, while playing basketball at community 
college and college.” 
Coach connection 
 
Each participant had a positive sense of connection to the head coach of the 
athletic program. In collegiate athletics, a head coach may play several different roles in 
the life of a student athlete. In addition to coaching student athletes on the field or court, 
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coaches may be the first point of contact for a student athlete that is struggling 
academically, a student athlete that needs a job, or a student athlete that needs assistance 
with a life challenge.  Participants recalled coaches inviting them to holiday dinners at 
their houses with their families or helping them solve a specific life challenge.  Ron 
recalls how his coach helped take care of him when he needed dental surgery after getting 
his teeth knocked out at a game and that same coach invited him to his house for 
Christmas dinner when he was unable to return home to South Carolina for the holidays.  
He helped me a lot- he helped me with everything…If it weren't for him, I 
probably would have left California earlier than I was supposed to because, I 
mean, like he- I spent Christmas with his family and- I was the only- I was the kid 
stuck there [California] from South Carolina so he helped me a lot with all this 
stuff. I had surgery on my mouth so I stayed at his house. So, he pretty much 
helped me with everything as far as academics, books, everything.  
 
Orion explains how the coach was concerned with making sure he had what he 
needed academically, 
“He didn't really get down into personal situations or your personal life but when 
he was, when it came to school work and getting stuff done with Cosumnes River 
College, he was the man to talk to. Anything you needed help with, he was there. 
His job is to help students transfer. That's what he did for me.” 
 
Julian explains that his coach treated the players like family, “He would just be 
always on us as if we were one of his kids. He wasn't just a coach, but he was more of a 
mentor. He would bring us into his home, introduce us to his family.” 
Conversely, student athletes often find themselves leaving one institution for 
another when there are coaching changes. Nick, Ron, Anthony, and Britain all left their 
initial institution due to coaching changes.  Whereas, Josh, Arinze, David, and Orion 
chose the college they attended based on their connection to the coach and the program. 
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They basically made it known that they would really enjoy my company if I came 
and be a part of the program. I just felt the love and appreciation for them actually 
taking the time out to recognize me for my talent.  
 
It is not surprising that the level of connection to the coaches was high in this 
research study. As mentioned in Chapter 3, the researcher obtained contact information 
for participants using the snowball sampling method. For the 11 participants in this study, 
each of their contact information was shared with the researcher directly by the head 
coach of the athletic program.  Oftentimes in the initial data collection phase, participants 
would tell the researcher that, “they would do anything for their former coach” which 
included participating in this research study.  Therefore, it is logical that all of the 
participants reported a positive connection to the head coach.    
Even though the coach connection was strong in this study, most likely due to the 
sampling technique, two participants, Britain and Josh, shared specific life changing 
interactions with their coach that had a profound impact on their experience at the 
community college. Both stories are highlighted in this section as they are both 
testaments to the positive relationship between coach and athlete that can develop and 
add to a student athlete’s sense of belonging at the community college.  
Teammate connection 
 
 The majority of the participants in this study felt a sense of connection to their 
team and subsequently their teammates.  When asked specifically about their sense of 
connection and belonging at the community college, participants would share that there 
was limited connection to the campus as a whole, but they felt the most sense of 
connection/belonging with their teammates. Only two participants specifically mentioned 
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a connection to the campus and they were both on winning teams that in turn had large 
community support during their winning streak.   
The degree to which participants were connected to other members of the team 
varied by participant; however, the overall theme regarding teammate connection was 
that participants often felt a strong sense of connection to only a few members of the 
team that they felt embodied similar values and goals. Many participants used familial 
terms such as to describe the teammates that they had the strongest connection to:  
It's just basketball, just sport in general is a lot easier to make long lasting friends 
just because, you know, you go through a season together, you guys are on the 
roads, you guys are playing against teams, you have each other's backs. And you 
just kind of have that brotherhood type of mentality, because you’re with each 
other every day whether it's a game, practice, or anything like that. (Will) 
  
Initially Nick was resigned to have ended up at a community college after one 
year at a 4-year Division I institution. However, after a significant interaction with the 
head coach, Nick decided to “buy in” and give the program a chance.  After his change of 
attitude toward his role at the community college, Nick shared that his teammates have 
become lifelong friends through the process.  
You're playing to get to the next level. We always played hard together. Everyone 
always pushed each other. That's why we have stuff in common, because we all 
wanted to go to the next level and that's why we played so hard. That's why I for 
sure think I was closer like, legit, a family. (Nick) 
 
 Teammates can become lifelong friends and they can also provide support when 
all else seems lost.  As mentioned earlier, Ron had many obstacles and challenges to 
overcome at the community college level financially. In addition to Ron’s financial 
challenges, he attended a community college far away from his home in South Carolina 
intensifying cultural difference and the need to adjust to his new surroundings.  With 
finances a concern and no family close by, Ron depended on the coaching staff and 
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others to help him with life’s necessities outside of the classroom and off the basketball 
court. Among other things, Ron attributes his ability to persevere at the community 
college to the help he received from a teammate; 
Chris Wilson, his family was the one that let me stay with them so I stayed with them the 
whole time- well not the whole time- his mom and his dad I guess they had like a big 
house with an extra room in it and stuff. They let me come. If it weren't for them, I 
probably would have left and went back to South Carolina or something. (Ron) 
 
 As mentioned earlier, Britain had a life changing event occur when he first arrived 
at the community college in California. In an effort to keep up his new persona, he took it 
upon himself to change the entire culture of his team.  As a point guard and stand out 
athlete on the basketball court, Britain was a natural leader.  He used his leadership skills 
to encourage his teammates to be more academically minded. In an effort to break the 
less successful patterns student athletes often find themselves in, Britain fondly recalls 
making studying a team effort.  Instead of suggesting the team go to the movies after 
Friday’s practice, he convinced them to head to the library as a group instead to finish 
homework and projects: 
I would literally have my teammates in the library from maybe two or three o'clock in the 
afternoon on a Friday until about six or seven o'clock. Now, this is what the smart kids 
have been doing the whole time. We still were able to go to the movies that night, but 
now our project is done.  
 
 Like a majority of the participants interviewed, Britain still keeps in touch with 
many of his former teammates, “…I would say people that I frequently talk to, is about 
seven of us, and out of that seven, three have their college degrees.” 
  In conclusion, all of the participants in the study shared that they did have a sense 
of belonging while participating in intercollegiate athletics at the community college. 
Rather than feeling a sense of connection to the college as whole, their sense of belonging 
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and connection was focused primarily on their interaction with the campus community as 
student athletes.  For the participants, the environment at the community college was 
heavily influenced by the overt goal that they would be transferring from the community 
college to play their sport at a Division I institution on a scholarship.  They were not 
going to be at the community college an extended amount of time and were eager to 
make the best out of the experience so they could move on to realizing their ultimate 
dream of playing sport at a Division I institution.   
 Each participant felt a sense of connection toward their head coach.  In collegiate 
athletics, a head coach has the opportunity to play several different roles in the life of a 
student athlete. In this study the participants told of coaches going out of their way to 
make sure that they had what they needed academically, athletically, and personally when 
life presented challenges.  It is logical that the participants in this study had a positive 
connection to their coaches as the researcher used contact information provided by 
coaches to locate participants.  
 Lastly, each participant in the study has maintained relationships with members 
from their athletic team at the community college. Even though a majority of the 
participants shared that there was minimal connection to the college campus as a whole, 
the connection with their teammates was significant.  The connections participants made 
with teammates where often with teammates that shared similar goals and values.  
Familial terms such as family and brotherhood were used by the participants to describe 
the resulting relationship with the teammates they still keep in touch with. 
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Summary 
 
The results of the research study are presented in this chapter. Semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with 11 male participants that self-identify as African 
American or bi-racial. Additionally, each participant self-identified as a former California 
community college student athlete that was academically successful.   The participants 
attended a community college in either northern or southern California to play either 
basketball or football. At the time of the interview, each participant had completed one of 
the self-identified goals; a certificate, associate’s degree, or transferred to a 4-year college 
or university. Data from the participatory interviews were transcribed.  The transcriptions 
were reviewed using a qualitative data coding program called Nvivo 2.   
After coding the data, the researcher presented the results in three themes that 
coincide with the three research questions; (1) perceived factors of success, (2) the role of 
student support services as a factor of success, and (3) the role of campus culture and 
environment in influencing academic success.  
 After close review, four themes emerged as to the factors that contributed to the 
academic success of participants; 1.) motivation, 2.) time management, 3.) family 
support, and 4.) asking for help. There was a strong sense from each participant that in 
order to be academically successful student athletes needed to make a personal 
commitment to do whatever it took to reach their goal. Oftentimes that meant paying 
close attention to how they managed time, leaning on family for support and asking for 
help from coaches, teammates, faculty, and/or athletic academic counselors.  
 California community colleges are open access institution.  Students attend a 
community college for a myriad of reasons including earning a certificate, transferring to 
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a 4-year institution, career development, continuing education, and remediation to name 
only a few.  Therefore, there are a number or academic, personal, and career support 
services in place to assist students in their journey.  Student athletes like their non-athletic 
peers have access to all of the services on a community college campus. However, the 
participants in this study shared that the two support services they utilized the most were 
the services of the athletic academic counselor and the student athlete support center. 
Student athletes met with the athletic academic counselor to help them navigate the 
intricate process of transferring to a 4-year institution as a student athlete.  Additionally, 
the majority of the participants utilized the services in the student athlete support center.  
The center often times housed, computer, printers, tutors and spaces to do homework or 
conduct study hall.    
 Lastly, regarding campus culture and environment, the culture of intercollegiate 
athletics at the community college level is such that a majority of student athletes want to 
continue playing the sport that they are passionate about at the “next level”.  Therefore, 
there was a general understanding that their time at the college was limited due to their 
ultimate goals being to transfer from the community college to play intercollegiate 
athletics at a Division I 4-year institution.  The community college was a stepping stone 
or conduit to a more prestigious goal. 
Participants did report feeling a strong sense of belonging/ connection to their 
coaches and teammates.  It is not surprising that all of the participants in this study had a 
strong sense of connection to their coaches due to the sampling method employed by the 
researcher. However, it is important to note that the intercollegiate coach does play a 
large role in the overall satisfaction and sense of connection a student athlete has to a 
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college campus. In relation to the connection to coaches, each participant additionally had 
a strong connection to some of their teammates. They referred to the teammates that they 
had the most connection to by using familial terms such a brother and family.  
These findings represent the multiple ways African American male community 
college student athletes perceived their success at the California community college. The 
purpose of this study was to (a) explore the perceptions of successful African American 
community college student athletes and their sense of campus culture (i.e. 
environment/belonging) as it pertains to academic success, and (b) to explore the 
successful African American community college student athletes’ perspective of support 
services factors that influenced completion of their academic goal. The results of the 
study will be discussed further in Chapter V. 
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CHAPTER V: 
DISCUSSIONS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Introduction 
 
Each year community colleges serve as a point of entry (and reentry) to higher 
education for over 12 million credit and non-credit seeking students (American 
Association of Community Colleges, 2014; Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014).  At the 
community college level, it has been reported that only two in 10 full-time students 
pursuing an associate’s degree receive a degree within three years (National Center for 
Higher Education Management Systems & Jobs for the Future, 2007).  Low academic 
achievement by community college students in general becomes a significant racial 
equity issue when the majority of the students who do not persist through community 
college to earn a certificate, degree, or transfer to a four-year institution are 
overwhelmingly students of color (Bragg & Durham, 2012; Horton, 2015; Greene, Marti, 
& McClenney, 2008; Lee & Ransom, 2011; Wood & Williams, 2013). A sub-group of 
community college students who have received little attention in regards to academic 
research are community college student-athletes (Horton, 2015; McClellan, 2013).  
Purpose Statement and Research Questions 
 
The purpose of this study was to (a) explore the perceptions of successful African 
American community college student athletes and their sense of campus culture (i.e., 
environment/belonging) as it pertains to academic success, and (b) to explore the 
successful African American community college student athletes’ perspective of support 
services factors that influenced completion of their academic goal.  
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This study used qualitative research methods to explore the perceptions of factors 
of academic success for former successful African American community college student 
athletes.  Through their own voices, the participants revealed factors that they believed 
led to their academic success, as well as, provided valuable insights regarding their lived 
experiences of academic goal attainment. With a lack of guiding literature about African 
American community college student athletes, the research used the qualitative research 
design. This design allowed the researcher to broadly explore the participant’s 
perceptions and develop a detailed understanding of a central phenomenon (Creswell, 
2012).  The intent of this study was to identify elements, key factors, and support systems 
and services that African American community college student athletes perceived to aid 
in their retainment and eventual academic success at a California Community college. 
 The researcher contacted current California community college administrators, 
coaches, and faculty who work closely with community college student athletes.  Eleven 
participants were chosen out of 26 total interviews to evaluate for this research study. The 
eleven participants that this study focused on met the following specific demographics: 
1. Must be a person of color and have attended one or more community colleges in 
California. 
2. Must have been successful at the CCC level: i.e. certificate completion, 
associate’s degree completion, or the minimum 60 units with grade point average 
progress to transfer to a 4-year college or university. 
3. Must have been considered an active student athlete at the CCC level. 
Using the same interview procedure for each participant, the researcher arranged 
telephone interviews over the period of several weeks. The interview sessions consisted 
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of 10 open-ended questions intended to help the participant self-reflect on their time as a 
student athlete at the California community college.  The creation of the interview 
questions were guided by three overarching research questions: 
1.) What factors do African American California community colleges student athletes find 
beneficial for academic success?  
2.) To what extent do successful African American community college student athletes 
perceive the role of student athlete support services as a factor in their academic success?  
3.) To what extent do campus culture and environment coincide with academic success from 
the perspective of successful African American community college student athletes? 
 Using a digital recorder, each interview was recorded and professionally 
transcribed creating a data source to be evaluated.  The Nvivo qualitative data analysis 
program was used by the researcher to identify themes within each interview and across 
the 11 interviews. The small number of participants in this study does not make it 
generalizable for all contexts.  However, the 11 participants’ stories revealed similar 
themes that are supported by the literature and can help community college 
administrators and others in similar contexts consider ways in which their institutions can 
create empowering and supportive practices for students like these participants.   
Discussion 
 
The researcher used Vincent Tinto and Andrew Astin’s theories of academic 
success and retention for higher education students to analyze the data.  Tinto focuses his 
work on retention, while Astin focuses his research on the benefits of student engagement 
on academic success.  Tinto’s retention theory identifies two very distinct systems that 
exist within one college; the academic system and the social system. The level to which a 
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student is integrated in that system and a student’s experiences in each system separately 
may lead to departure from the institution.  Tinto (1993) asserts that students enter an 
institution with certain background characteristics (i.e. family background, skills, 
abilities, and prior schooling) that have shaped their levels of commitment for completing 
their degrees.   
As stated earlier each student athlete in this study remained at the community 
college long enough to be academically successful, therefore it is logical to assume that 
the community college they attended retained them successfully.  
Similar to the social systems aspect of Tinto’s work, Astin (1984) posits a student 
development theory based on student involvement called the Student Involvement Theory 
(SIT).  The Student Involvement Theory (SIT) suggested that when students become 
involved on campus they experience positive gains in learning and personal development.  
The time and degree to which students engage in in- and out-of- class activities largely 
determines the impact college has on them as individuals.  Students who spend more time 
involved in college-related activities have a higher likeliness of lower attrition rates, and 
higher percentage of retention, and ultimately more success in completion rates.  
With both theories as a lens, this research study sought to additionally evaluate 
the data in a culturally relevant manner. Culturally, the challenge with Tinto’s theory is 
that it does not take into account the experiences of students of color. Tierney (1992) 
argued that Tinto’s concept of breaking away lacks in applicability to students of color 
because his theory describes the developmental progression within a culture rather than 
assimilation from one culture to another.  Therefore, in an effort to further Tinto’s (1993) 
model of student departure in a culturally relevant manner, this study applied Tinto’s 
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model to African American community college student athletes while recognizing 
cultural and familial connections more prominently (Guiffrida, 2006). 
The three major themes of this research are (1) perceived factors of success, (2) 
the role of student support services as a factor of success, and (3) the role of campus 
culture and environment in influencing academic success. All of the African American 
former student athletes in this study were community college student athletes in the state 
of California.  Each participant arrived at the community college at different stages in 
their athletic, academic, and personal lives.  However, once at the community college all 
of the participants viewed their time there as a stepping-stone to their ultimate goal, 
transfer to a Division I four-year institution on an athletic scholarship. The majority of 
the participants felt their time at the California community college was formative and a 
positive stop on their athletic and academic journey.  
Research question 1: Perceived factors of success 
 
 For the purposes of this study, academic success is defined as certificate 
completion, associate’s degree completion, or transfer to a 4-year college or university 
with a minimum of 60 units. Under the umbrella of perceived factors of success, four 
themes emerged as to the factors that contributed to the academic success of participants; 
1.) motivation, 2.) time management, 3.) family support, and 4.) asking for help. 
Motivation 
 
There was a strong sense of motivation among the participants to reach their 
ultimate goal, a Division I athletic scholarship.  The driving motivation for each 
participant was this ultimate goal.  Therefore, each participant viewed their time at the 
community college as merely a stepping-stone in their journey.  They were keenly aware 
	 104	
that their time a the community college was limited.  Knowing their academic and 
athletic performance was the criteria by which they would be judged in receiving a 
scholarship to a Division I institution, each participant found a way to “make it work” in 
the classroom and on the field of play to realize their goal.  
Though limited in scope, previous research focused on African American men in 
the community college suggests that psychological research factors such as utility, goal 
commitment, self-efficacy, sense of belonging, and locus of control are important 
indicators of academic success (Wood & Palmer, 2014).  Mason (1998) found that 
African American male community college students were significantly more likely to 
succeed when they held a high perception of utility.  Utility is defined as the perception 
that the time spent pursuing a higher education will be worth the effort. 
Confirming the results of previous literature on the psychological factors of 
success for African American males, the participants in this study were highly motivated 
by their perception of the utility of education. They all felt that what they were going 
through athletically, academically, and personally was worth the effort.   
Time management 
 
 Role conflict was a significant issue for the participants in this study.  Role 
conflict occurs when the demands of one role make it difficult to meet the demands of the 
other role (Comeaux et al., 2011).  Community college student athletes like their 4-year 
student athlete counterparts are challenged with succeeding in the role of student and in 
the role of athlete.  Synder (1985) identified four types of student athlete based on their 
relative commitment to each role: (a) scholar athletes, (b) pure scholars, (c) pure athletes, 
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and (d) nonscholars/nonathletes.  In this study, participants reported time management as 
a notable factor in their success.   
Unlike Synder (1985) and Comeaux et al.’s (2011) dualistic approach to role 
conflict, participants shared that they struggled to find time for three of their identities; 
student, athlete, and social. They reported that there was not enough time in the day to do 
“everything.”  Therefore, sacrifices needed to be made if they wanted to achieve their 
ultimate goal of transferring to a Division I institution with an athletic scholarship. It was 
stated explicitly and implicitly that as student athlete, there was only time to focus on two 
of the three areas. At various times in their community college student athlete experience, 
the participants placed varying degrees of significance on their three identities.  However, 
when it came to honing in on their goal to transfer, at some point in time all of the 
participants sacrificed time spent on social engagement to focus on their athletics and 
academic responsibilities.   
 Some participants sacrificed their social identity from the beginning of their 
career at the community college in order to focus solely on athletics and academics.  For 
other participants, the majority of their time was focused on athletics and social 
engagement, but they adeptly made the switch to focusing on the academic and athletics 
when they found out that they were going to be unable to transfer.  
Family support 
 
In this study when participants referenced support from their family, the term 
family consisted of parents, stepparents, siblings, grandparents and aunts and uncles. 
Support from family materialized in several different ways for the participants.  Financial 
support, emotional support, and academic support were all areas in which many 
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participants received support from their family networks. Financially, parents might have 
paid for tuition, provided room and board (either in the home or paid for a living situation 
near the college), and/or given the participant money while attending the community 
college. This support seemed like a crucial factor of success for many of the participants.  
With this type of family support students did not need to work and could focus their 
attention on obtaining their athletic and academic goals.  
Lessening financial challenges is a topic debated by retention scholars.  Research 
shows that students who feel secure financially are able to better concentrate on their 
academics.  One participant who did not have family support while attending the 
community college cites finances as one of the biggest obstacles on his journey. He was 
under considerable stress trying to secure housing and meals.  He mentioned that if the 
financial situation was better he would have done much better in the classroom and 
would have enjoyed his experience at the community college much more. 
Finances were not the only way in which the participants in this study received 
support from their family. Participants recounted experiences where they relied on their 
family for emotional support, athletic support, and academic advice.  One participant 
credits his brother for helping him increase his athletic performance and keep him 
motivated to persist.  Another participant credited his mother for instilling in him 
valuable time management skills and the will to persist even when times got tough. When 
realizing his study habits were not going to earn him the grades he wanted in college, one 
participant asked his mother and stepfather for advice about successful study skills as 
they were both college educated. Yet another participant’s brother had been a student 
athlete at a community college and was able to help give him perspective on the process.  
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It is clear that the participants used their family networks to succeed in the 
community college as student athletes.    
Asking for help 
 
 When asked to hypothetically give advice to new community college student 
athletes who are interested in becoming or remaining academically successful, many 
participants suggested that those new student athletes ask for help when they need it and 
use the resources provided to them by the college. Several participants noted that asking 
for help could be a difficult endeavor for student athletes, but it was undoubtedly 
necessary.  
This finding creates an interesting intersection with research from Community 
College Equity Assessment Lab (CCEAL). In the CCEAL study on community college 
student athletes, it was reported that immediate attention needed to be place on 
understanding African American male student athletes and their perceptions on asking for 
help. A subset of data from the Community College Success Measure, a measure created 
5 years ago by CCEAL, surveyed California community college student athletes and 
revealed that there is a level of concern with African American male student athletes and 
their disposition on asking for help when needed, accepting help when offered, and 
following up with the help that has been offered. CCEAL researchers suggested that 
those working closely with student athletes needed to be intrusive when offering help and 
support and this is a barrier for African American male student athletes. 
The responses from the participants coupled with the data from the CCEAL study, 
leads to the conclusion that the participants understood that asking for help is a barrier for 
community college student athletes.  It was unclear from all of the participants to what 
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degree did they ask for help with then needed it, accepted the help offered, and/or 
followed up with the help that was offered.  
Research question 2: The role of student support services 
 
After close review of the data two themes emerged regarding college sponsored 
student athlete support services.  A majority of the participants noted the helpful support 
they received from the athletic academic counselor. The second student athlete support 
service mentioned was the student athlete resource center. Community colleges offer the 
general population of students a multitude of student support services to help students 
reach their academic goals. However, the participants in this study did not report 
participating in support services offered to the general population. Instead, they seemed 
to concentrate their time on support services that were tailored to their specific needs as 
student athletes. 
Athletic academic counselor 
 
Community colleges offer academic counseling to all students at the college. 
Among the participants in this study, it seemed to be a common practice for athletic 
departments at the community college to designate an academic counselor specifically 
committed to advising student athletes.  This seems to be a reasonable practice as 
community college student athletes must adhere to the transfer policies set forth by the 
community college, the 4-year institution, the CCCAA, and the NCAA.  Many of the 
participants reported that the transfer process was intricate and they relied on the athletic 
academic counselor to steer them in the right direction.  Additionally, the participants all 
had a positive association to the work of the academic athletic counselor.   
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This research corroborates studies such as Guzman’s 2014 study that focuses 
specifically on the perceived value of holistic academic counseling at the California 
community college. Guzman found through a quantitative study of over 1,000 California 
community college students at three different colleges, that historically underrepresented 
populations such as students of color reported higher satisfaction and value of holistic 
counseling.  Additionally, students who intended to transfer were more satisfied with 
counseling, and that students who met with the same counselor appeared to be the 
strongest predictor of counselor satisfaction and value of counseling. In this study all of 
the factors that Guzman (2014) reported were found to be true.  The participants in this 
study all identified as men of color, they all had specific academic goals to transfer, and 
they met with the same athletic academic counselor when mapping out their educational 
and athletic plan to transfer.  However, where this study differs is that the participants in 
this study did not report utilizing the athletic academic counselor or services other than 
academic planning (i.e. individual class schedule, communication with 4 year institution, 
and degree attainment mapping). It is unclear if the athletic academic counselors advised 
them in other areas such as career guidance, personal counseling, and acculturation into 
the college system.    
Student athlete resource center 
 
According to the Community College Equity Assessment Lab (2017) study that 
analyzed quantitative data generated by California community college student athletes, 
African American male student athletes participated in limited usage of student support 
services provided at the college.  The support services researched were; advising, career 
counseling, transfer services, school library, computer lab, and tutoring.  The survey 
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asked questions about the aforementioned support service usage with answers ranging 
from ‘didn’t use the service at all’ to ‘used the service several times a week.’  African 
American male student athletes reported acceptable levels of usage, 80-70% agreement 
with the question, of the school library and computer lab. However, there was only 20-
30% agreement with the remaining services. The research study also asked the same 
student athletes to what extend did they perceive the services that they did utilize on a 
regular basis to be effective to helping them be successful. African American male 
student athletes perceived the services that they did use on a regular basis to be critical to 
their success, but didn’t perceive the services to provide them with accurate information 
or provide them with the help they need.  
It is unclear as to where the resources in the CCEAL study were located.  
However, in this study, a majority of participants identified a physical location on the 
college campus that housed resources for specifically for student athletes. These 
resources included computers, printers, tutors, and possibly a place to study.  The 
researcher identified the location as a student resource center even though the research 
participant may have used a different title for the space.  The participants reported mixed 
reviews as to the usefulness of the resource center.  
There seems to be a connection with the CCEAL study and the findings from 
participants in this study. Participants in this study positively reported about the benefits 
of housing computers and printers in the center. These are the same resources that were 
positively utilized in the CCEAL study.  Participants that did not have access to personal 
computer or printer resources found the center’s inclusion of these items to be helpful in 
providing them with easily accessible and free resources away from the general student 
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population.  Different from the CCEAL study, participants reported utilizing tutoring 
services offered in the student athlete resource center or seeking tutoring assistance from 
a staff person in the center.    
The location of the center seemed to be a positive attribute. Several participants 
recalled the center being close to their practice facility, coaches’ office, and/or workout 
area. Therefore, dropping by the center to take part in the resources was easy and didn’t 
require much additional effort. Additionally some participants found the vibe of the 
resource center to be positive. It was a place to get their work done, engage with athletic 
staff, and engage with fellow student athletes across different sports.  
Participants who do not find the resource center to be helpful most often 
connected the ineffectiveness of the center to its use as a study hall. They found the 
mandatory nature of study hall to be a challenge and the staff that was in charge of study 
hall didn’t seem to command the necessary amount of respect to make the time useful.   
Research question 3: Campus culture and environment 
Perrakis (2008) suggests that a sense of belonging for community college students 
is important. For African American males in the community college, having a greater 
sense of belonging to a campus helped insulate them from campus climate issues as they 
felt more welcome on campus. Success is more likely for these students as they are less 
impaired by campus environmental factors. 
In this study, participants did report feeling a strong sense of belonging.  
However, the majority of the participants did not feel a sense of belonging to the college 
campus as a whole. Instead, they felt a strong sense of belonging to their athletic team.  
Each participant felt fully integrated into the athletic component of the campus, but less 
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connected to the campus community in general; including faculty, staff, and other non-
student athlete peers.  
Referring to Tinto’s model of academic and social systems, the typical 
community college student may have a harder time integrating in the social system of the 
college leaving the academic system as the most dominate means of integration.  This 
phenomenon is particularly relevant in California community colleges as they typically 
do not offer residential life options. The formal and informal interactions with the campus 
community outside of the classroom in a social setting are scarce especially for 
nontraditional students to work full-time, have dependents, or commute to the campus 
from great distances.  This is often not the case of community college student athletes.  A 
student athlete is regularly integrated in activities outside of classroom in a social setting 
due to their membership on an athletic team and having access to student athlete specific 
resources.  Therefore, it is possible that a student athlete may have a harder time 
integrating into the academic system of the college due to academic under preparedness, 
extended time spent devoted to sport, or lack of understanding as to how to integrate into 
the academic fold of the college. 
Several participants were at ease in the academic setting at the community college 
and shared experiences with faculty that highlighted their integration into the academic 
system of the college. However, the majority of participants did not report a strong sense 
of academic connection to the campus. Instead, they reported a strong sense of belonging 
with their coach and teammates.  
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Coach connection 
 
College coaches play an integral role in the life of a community college student 
athlete.  Even though community college coaches do not have the same budgets, 
resources, and media attention as their Division I counterparts, they still demand the same 
commitment from their student athletes.  To excel at their sport, student athletes have 
significant day-to-day demands such as practice, travel for competitions, games, team 
meetings, study hall, rehabilitation for nagging injuries, team bonding obligations, and 
mental fatigue.  Student athletes can devote up to 40 hours per week to their sport 
(Wolverton, 2008).  The person who often coordinates their demanding athletic schedule 
is the head coach.  Coaches have near complete power and control over the lives of their 
student athletes, and as a result, play a significant role in a student athlete’s successfully 
integration into the academic and social systems of a college (Comeaux, 2012).  
Wielding so much power in a student athlete’s collegiate experience, it is feasible 
that a theme was discovered regarding the participant’s connection to their coach. In this 
study, the researcher received contact information for the participants from their former 
coach.  Often times, initial contact with the participants by the researcher was through a 
former coach. Or the researcher mentioned to the participant that she got their contact 
information from their former coach.   Therefore, it is logical that each player had a 
positive connection to that coach.  Multiple players shared with the researcher that a 
motivating factor to participate in the study was in part due to their positive relationship 
with their former coach.   
Therefore, each participant in the study had a strong sense of connection to a 
coach at some point in the community college athletic journey. For some, a coach was a 
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confidant, life coach, and facilitator of athletic dreams. For others, a disconnect with a 
coach prompted them to leave one institution for another in search of more conducive 
relationship with a coach or coaching staff.  It is not feasible to suggest that all 
community college student athletes who are successful academically have a positive 
connection to their athletic coach.  However, it is important to highlight the different 
positive roles the coaches who interacted with the participants had on their journey. 
Participants recounted instances where their coach treated them like family, helped them 
solve life challenges, helped them improve as an athlete, challenged them to be better 
men, and acted as a hub of academic and campus information. It seemed that many of the 
participants felt their coach was someone who was committed to help them reach their 
goals. 
Teammate connection 
 
Comeaux’s 2012 study focusing on first year student athlete engagement of 
Divison I student athletes, found that significant predictors of general self-concept were 
accredited to two variables: developing close friendships with athletes that value 
education and developing their academic talents. In this study, participants often shared 
that they forged lasting relationships with several of their teammates. Terms such as 
brotherhood and family were often used to describe the type of bond the participants 
fostered with certain teammates.   
It was clear that each participant felt that all of their teammates shared a common 
athletic goal; transfer to a Division I institution with an athletic scholarship.  However, 
commitments to their academic, athletic, or social identity varied among their teammates.  
Participants in this study seemed to dedicate more time and energy to teammates that 
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reflected their own identity commitments.  Participants shared that they made little time 
to develop friendships with teammates who did not share their same values.   
Conclusion 
 
 It is vital that the California community college system and two year colleges 
across the country continue to focus resources and efforts on understanding the 
community college student.  More specifically, there must be a concerted effort by 
researchers and practitioners to understand underserved populations of community 
college students such as African American men.  With the majority of African American 
men starting their higher education journey at the community college, and the majority of 
those same men not reaching their academic goals, it is imperative that we understand 
how the few that do succeed manage to navigate the community college system.  
 This research study was designed to honor the lived experiences of African 
American male student athletes who have persisted and were successful at the California 
community college.  In order for real change to occur in higher education, academia must 
value their journey towards academic success as legitimate knowledge.  Understanding 
the support systems they feel most comfortable using, how they relate to each other, how 
they interact with the collegiate environment as a whole, and their mindset in terms of 
success is vital to unlocking the academic gates of higher education that keep students 
from reaching their full potential.     
Recommendations for community colleges 
 
 In researching the ways institutions can close the achievement gap in higher 
education, Estela Bensimon suggests that individual “actors” within the institutions must 
acknowledge how they as individuals within the institution perpetuate or resist the 
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problem of unequal outcomes in achievement in higher education. Instead of a new 
program or technique that has been validated as a “best practice,” individuals must accept 
that “the ways in which they teach, think students learn, and connect with students, and 
the assumptions they make about students based on their race or ethnicity- can create the 
problem of unequal outcomes” (Bensimon, 2005a). Therefore faculty, staff, and 
administrators who work with student athletes must seek out specialized training 
regarding the unique needs and realities of male community college student athletes who 
identify as African American. Additionally, individuals who foster relationships with all 
student athletes must commit to extensive self-reflection as to their biases and how those 
biases may or may not color perceptions of student athletes and particularly African 
American student athletes. 
In this particular study, the coaches and counseling faculty that connected to 
participants when they were student athletes at the community college seemed to 
understand the influence they had on their success.  The participants implicitly and 
explicitly recounted that they were able to connect with coaches, staff, faculty, and 
counselors because they understood their situation without judgment.  Coaches, staff, and 
athletic academic counselors who have been successful in building mutually respectful 
relationships with African American male student athletes should be placed in roles 
where they are able to educate their peers on who they as individuals have grown to view 
African American male student athletes as young men capable of succeeding 
academically and athletically.  
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Recommendations for future research 
 
 This study was limited to the perceptions of 11 African American male student 
athletes, who were academically successful at a California community college.  As 
mentioned earlier, the participants in this study were secured using the convenient and 
snowballing sample technique.  Therefore, the perceptions may not necessarily be an 
accurate portrayal of the factors that influence the academic success of community 
college student athletes across the state or nationally. A longitudinal study that interviews 
academically successful student athletes immediately following their departure from 
several community colleges across the state would provide more accurate information 
pertaining to factor of success and perceptions of belonging.  Additionally, a study that 
that triangulates information from successful community college student athletes, 
coaches, and athletic academic advisors would add valuable insights from key 
stakeholders in the academic success of student athletes.  Lastly, a mixed methods study 
based at one community college consisting of all student athletes who have completed 
their athletic eligibility at a community college would be another avenue to explore.  
It is self-evident that future research specifically focused on the success factors of 
various groups of African American men who attend community colleges is imperative. 
Education is regarded by many, including African American men, as the great equalizer 
in our society. However the educational system is failing these men who have placed so 
much hope in the very same system. With the increasing number of African American 
men attending California community colleges, more of those same men should have their 
academic dreams actualized. The burden of unactualized dreams should not be placed 
solely on the shoulders of community college students. Instead, researchers, 
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administrators, faculty, and practitioners should seek to understand the challenges, and 
most importantly the triumphs, of African American men who attend community 
colleges.  
The African American male student athletes in this study had many similarities 
and differences in terms of their journey into, through, and out of the California 
community college.   It is the space between their similarities and differences that 
researchers must spend concentrated energy.  Moving away from a deficit model,  
research that focuses on the successful academic outcomes of disproportionately 
impacted community college students will be in a better position to inform all community 
college students regarding best practices.  
Validating the lived experiences of successful African American male community 
college students provides insights into how higher education can evolve to be more 
inclusive of the most underrepresented groups of students who are in most in need of 
education as a societal equalizer.    
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APPENDIX A 
Participant Consent and  
Initial Electronic Demographic Survey 
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APPENDIX B 
Interview Questions 
 
1.     Briefly describe the role of athletics in your life leading up to 
your participation in intercollegiate athletics at the community college 
level? 
 
 
2.     Briefly describe the role of academics in your life leading up to 
your participation in intercollegiate athletics at the community college 
level? 
 
 
3.     At the community college, what were your academic responsibilities? 
How were these responsibilities communicated to you? 
 
 
4.     From your perspective, why were you academically successful at the 
community college?  Do you attribute your success to a person, group of 
people, and/or a program? 
 
 
5.     Did your community college have a student athlete resource center? 
If so, how was the center used by student athletes and coaches? 
 
 
 6.     Did you feel a sense of connection/belonging at the community 
college you attended as a student athlete? 
 
 
7.     Did you face athletic or academic challenges at the community 
college? If so, when you were having challenges (academic/personal) was 
there someone at the college or a program that you used to assist you? 
 
 
8.     In your opinion what are the most prevalent challenges a community 
college student athlete faces in regards to reaching academic success? 
 
 
9.     If you could give incoming community college student athletes some 
advice about becoming/staying academically successful, what would it be? 
 
 
10.  Is there anything else you’d like to share with me about your success 
in navigating the community college system? 
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APPENDIX C 
IRB Protocol Exemption Verification 
 
 
 
